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	1. Chapter 1

Author's Note: Okay, so I really wanted to wait until my other stories were done, but I couldn't help myself. Official summary for the story below, but be warned: Anyone who reads my other stories knows they often start out quite fluffy and get progressively darker. This story will be no exception. **It is rated M for Mature. **I'll try to give more specific warnings at the beginning of the chapters, but just so you know, the first few chapters will be very mild compared to the later ones.

Summary: An overbearing boss, a new rabbit on the force, judgmental strangers, and, of course, a series of violent murders. Because you know, thought Nick, why make things easy?

* * *

><p>Well, thought Judy. This was a pickle.<p>

Okay, so not a literal pickle. But it was definitely a problem, because the very expensive, very large police car she'd been entrusted with six months ago was very suddenly not working, and despite her best staring, nothing about the complicated engine jumped out at her as _broken._

Plus, it was pouring rain.

Her shift had ended fifteen minutes ago, but she'd made every effort to fix the car herself, with no luck. She'd worked on the old truck back home a million times, but that engine was held together with duct tape and dreams. This one looked like it belonged in a spaceship. Shivering against the cold rain, Judy groaned and clambered back into the car, where she took her radio and called to the station.

"Gonna be at least thirty minutes," said the gruff voice on the other end.

"Oh, uh," Judy dragged a hand down her face. "Okay, well. Thanks." The radio dropped to the empty passenger seat with a thump, and for a moment, Judy simply sat, cold and wet. Then she jumped back out, splashing in a puddle that nearly drowned her and moved to the engine again.

"I'm going to fix this!" she told herself, before awkwardly poking something in the engine. It hissed at her. "Orrrr, maybe not."

"Hey there, Carrots," said another voice to the side, and Judy whirled on her spot, only to put her hands on her hips when she spotted a smirking fox standing next to her, extending an umbrella over her head. "Tell me," Nick Wilde leaned against the car, which smoked ominously. "Do you even know how cars work?"

"How did you know where I was?" Judy tucked closer under the umbrella, looking up at her partner. "Bogo had you work with Morris today while his partner is out."

"Doesn't mean I can't use a radio," Nick pointed out, waving his own. "I was close by. My apartment is just right over there." He pointed a block over. "Come on, no point in waiting out here for those mechanic guys to get here."

Judy glanced uncertainly at the waiting car, but comfort at last won out, and she radioed in to let them know she was ending her shift. Together, Nick and Judy tucked close under the umbrella and splashed through the streets until they came to a tall apartment building downtown. Judy had seen the building before, but she'd never been inside, though she and Nick occasionally stopped by there to grab something.

"I'll just dry off and head back to my place," she told him, shivering violently as they entered the building. Nick fished around in his pockets for his keys and shrugged.

"No rush. Your place has probably already been struck by lightning and disintegrated. Which, I gotta say," he pushed open his apartment door, "would probably be doing the world a favor. Your neighbors are crazy."

"Oh, they're not that bad."

Nick closed the door behind her and raised a brow. "Even the new ones? The llamas with the weird hats? Yeah, pretty sure they killed a guy." Judy rolled her eyes. "I'm serious, Judy," he went on. "I heard one of them say he had a hunger only hands could satisfy. Seemed a little odd."

Giggling, Judy stepped away from the door and looked around. She'd always been secretly curious about Nick's apartment, but now that she saw it, it was pretty much how she'd imagined it. Larger than hers and more up to date, though nothing extravagant by any means, with only three pieces of visible furniture – a couch, a TV and a small coffee table - and absolutely nothing on the walls.

"I should get the name of your decorator," she teased. "Such art. Such finesse."

"I'm a simple guy," he informed her, "Also furniture is heavy." He disappeared after that, presumably to the bedroom and reappeared a moment later. "If you want to change, I laid out some clothes for you on the bed." He handed her a towel, which Judy immediately tucked around her body. The edges dragged to the floor.

"Are these clothes you left me clean?" she asked, smirking.

Nick flourished his hands grandly. "_Top_ of the pile, madam. Nothing but the best for you." The two exchanged grins before Judy moved past him, ducking into the bedroom, where only a bedside table lamp illuminated the room. Thunder clapped outside and the rain poured harder than ever. _Eugh_, thought Judy. She did not want to go back out into that.

Turning back to the bed, which, again, was only one of maybe three furniture items in the room, Judy pulled off her sodden uniform and dried herself with the towel furiously, which unfortunately meant that now she looked like a giant grey cotton ball. Huffing with frustration, she turned to the clothes Nick had left her.

"Oh, you wily little fox," she muttered, holding up the shirt.

Five minutes later, Judy re-entered the living area, which crossed into the open kitchen, where Nick stood at the island counter with some mail in his hand. Judy stopped in front of him and tried not to laugh.

"Nick, why do you even own this shirt?" she gestured to the too large t-shirt, the front of which bore the word FOXXXY in bold, neon print.

Nick looked up and smirked. "A better question is, why _wouldn't_ I own that shirt?"

At Judy's eyeroll, he rounded the counter and picked up two movie cases. "Now, since you and I are both off work tomorrow and it's still pouring rain, I suggest we watch a movie."

"Oh, really?" Judy asked, folding her arms.

"Yep, look, I have two movies here," he held up the first. "_Finding Nemo_ – something about a fish who loses his son, based on a true story, very sad – and my personal favorite, _Robin Hood!"_ Judy peered at the Robin Hood cover.

"I've never seen that. It looks old."

Nick clutched the movie to his chest. "It is _not_ old, it came out when I was a kid, thank you very much. Also, that is irrelevant, because this is a masterpiece and masterpieces are timeless." He pointed to the cover. "See that? A fox who steals from the rich and gives to the poor? Judy, this guy was my hero."

He tapped the case. "I'm serious. My idol. And look, a very inclusive cast! There's even a bunny!" Judy squinted at the cover. "Well, he's in there somewhere," Nick waved a hand dismissively. "But anyway, this movie is great."

Unable to resist his enthusiasm, Judy bit back a smile and nodded. "Fine," she agreed, more than a little happy to stay and not return to her tiny room. "I guess I can stay for a little while." Something occurred to her. "Oh! But we have to wait a few minutes. I need to call my parents." Nick dropped the movies to the side.

"Good, because I need to change clothes, too," he said, already pulling at the various layers of the police uniform while Judy moved off and fell onto his couch, her phone in hand. A moment later, the faces of her parents appeared on the screen, their evening much less stormy than the one in Zootopia.

"Hi guys!" Judy beamed. "Just checking in. How's everyone?"

"What're you wearing?" asked her father, peering closely to the phone, so that only his eyeball was visible. "And where are you at? Doesn't look like your place to me!"

"Oh, I'm just – visiting," Judy said off-handedly, shrugging her small shoulders. "Being social, like you guys told me!" Unfortunately, she chose that moment to look to her left. "Oh, god, Nick! _Where are your pants_?" she shrieked, covering up her face.

"Relax, I have on shorts."

"Boxers aren't shorts!"

Judy split her fingers to peer at her phone screen. "This is not what it looks like," she groaned to her parents, but Nick suddenly appeared in the screen right next to her.

"This is _exactly_ what it looks like."

Judy shoved him out of the screen. "Don't worry, sweetie!" piped up her mom. "No judgment from us!"

"Well," said her dad. "Maybe a little judgment." His wife pinched him. "Ow! What? I'm just saying!"

"Leave her alone! Let her live her life!"

"What about grandbabies, huh?" countered her father. "Rabbit plus fox does not a rabbit make," he nodded confidently. "Remember that, Judy."

_Oh my god. _

"Yeah, I think I'm losing my signal, gotta go, love you! Bye!" _Click_. Judy slumped against the couch, and when Nick reappeared wearing a t-shirt and (real) shorts, she turned her glare in his direction, to which he responded with an innocent smile.

"Rabbit plus fox does not a rabbit make, Judy," he told her matter of factly, barely dodging a decorative pillow before he skipped around the couch and fell into the opposite corner, smirking. "Movie time?" He grabbed up the remote and turned on the video player. Reaching behind him, he tugged down a blanket from the back of the couch and handed it to Judy, who accepted it with only a little leftover glaring.

"Ooh, fluffy," she wrapped it securely around herself and reveled in the warmth.

Nick's lips quirked at the sight of her all curled up in the blanket, but for once, he said nothing. The movie began to play and, although it actually was very good, as Nick had promised, Judy felt her eyelids grow heavy within the first fifteen minutes.

"Mm'fraid I'm gonna fall asleep," she mumbled to Nick, who was stretched out next to her. He glanced down the length of the couch.

"You're welcome to stay here," he told her, looking back at the movie. "You're off work tomorrow. It'll be fine." He shrugged, the uncharacteristic motion betraying the casualness of his tone. "You know, if you want."

Judy cracked open an eye and looked at him, but he was very pointedly focused on the screen. Smiling a bit to herself, Judy edged closer and leaned her cocooned form against his upraised knees. In response, he lowered them a little, stretching out his legs enough to make it comfortable for her.

She tried to watch the rest of the movie – she really did – but the last few weeks had been exhausting and it all caught up to her warm, snuggly form in an instant. The movie faded away, and the last thing she remembered was the heroic fox Robin Hood, kissing the hand of the beautiful Maid Marian.

* * *

><p><em>Mm, cozy.<em>

A flip switched in Judy's brain. Her bed was not cozy. It was hard as a rock, and squeaky, and felt like it had been stuffed with barbwire. Plus, it was always cold in her apartment.

She opened her eyes. For a moment, the bright early morning light coming through the window confused her, as well as pretty much everything else about her surroundings. But then she remembered – Oh, right. Nick's apartment. The movie. Sleep.

And now, as she tried to shift into an upright position, she realized she was completely and thoroughly entangled in a blanket, her overly large t-shirt, and also Nick.

And his tail.

Squeaking quietly, Judy eased herself back against him, praying he wouldn't wake up. Somehow, in the course of the night, she'd gone from her end of the couch to sleeping against him, encircled in his arms, cheek against the crook of his shoulder and his arm loose against her torso. Even his long tail was wrapped around her, though it was hidden under the blanket he'd given her last night.

After a few moments of inward panic, Judy let herself slowly, slowly relax. This wasn't so bad. Okay, so it wasn't bad at all. In fact, as she let her head nuzzle into his front again, she realized she hadn't woken up feeling so content and comfortable in a very long time. A flush jumped up her neck under her fur.

_Stop being so silly, _she scolded herself.

Settling comfortably against Nick again, Judy thought about dozing off once more, but instead became distracted by the tufts of red, black and white fur that lay visible around the neck of his soft white shirt. What interesting colors, she thought. So different from a rabbit's.

Almost against her will, she reached up a hand and traced the colors, brushing against the fur thoughtfully.

"What're you doing, Carrots?"

Judy's hand froze at the sound of Nick's quiet, sleepy voice, and when she looked up at him, his lips quirked at a gentle smile. "I…" Judy reached for the blanket, slowly pulling it up over her embarrassed face. "… am burrowing." Her head disappeared beneath the blanket and Nick felt her bury it into his side, as if further concealment was necessary.

He chuckled, reaching down and tugging the blanket back off her head, so that her large lavender eyes lifted to his. "You're not very good at it," he told her tenderly. Judy let some of her uncertainty fade away when she realized Nick didn't seem at all bothered by waking up on the couch with her.

Pulling up her arms, she rested her chin on them and peered up at his face with a shy smile.

"Sorry for falling asleep on you," she told him.

"I think I'll live."

"Well," said Judy, grinning a bit. "I won't, unless I get some food. What do you have to eat?"

Nick scoffed. "Yeah, right. Like I have actual food in my house." At Judy's dubious look, he raised a brow. "Hey, I live alone. Why would I cook? Also, lazy." He pointed to himself. "But," he went on, one hand brushing Judy's long ear away from her face in a surprisingly tender motion, "There is a breakfast café a block over. We can walk there."

A pleased smile lit up Judy's features. "Okay," she agreed. "But – wait, no. I am not going out in public in this shirt!"

"Well, that's a shame, because every piece of clothing I find for you will only be more and more embarrassing," he told her smugly. "Guess you'll just have to deal."

Judy cut her purple eyes at him and then shifted, untangling herself from the couch rather gracelessly and tossing the blanket in his face before she hopped off the couch and left him behind. "You're terrible," she told him over her shoulder, though the motion didn't completely disguise her smile.

Snickering, Nick fell back against the couch and relaxed. "You know you love me," he muttered to the ceiling.

* * *

><p>"Try it!"<p>

"No."

"Please?"

"Judy," Nick turned his bemused expression in the direction of the rabbit across the small round table. "If you make me try one more carrot – cake or pie or whatever the hell that is – "

"Okay, first of all," Judy bit back a smile. "This is not _just _carrots. It's a banana-carrot-spinach quiche, and second of all," she happily spooned some into her mouth and swallowed. "It is delicious."

Nick sipped at his coffee. "What a weird thing to get for breakfast," he noted, though Judy's happy squeal with her food made him decide that he was glad the café offered it. Reclining in his chair, Nick took in the scene around them. As hellish as the weather had been last night, the morning had dawned beautiful and warm. Sunlight baked away the last droplets of moisture from the grass and a light breeze kept the air from feeling too damp and stagnant.

Enjoyable and pleasant, thought Nick with an uncharacteristic bit of optimism. Though that might have had something to do with his company, and how he'd woken up right next to her.

"Why aren't you eating?"

He glanced up at Judy's question and waved his coffee. "This is my breakfast," he informed her. At her suspicious look, he secretly reevaluated what he'd said. "What? What's the look for?"

Judy sipped at her orange juice. "Nick, we've been partners for six months and you almost never eat in front of me."

"That's not true," he pointed out. "What about when I stole Clawhauser's candy last week? I ate _all _of that right in front of you. Almost choked and died. Remember?"

That knowing look he'd once feared passed over Judy's face. She leaned forward and said earnestly, "It's okay for you to eat meat in front of me, you know. There _were_ meat eaters where I lived."

Nick sipped his drink again, watching her carefully over the top of it. No amount of denial would appease her, he knew. "You're not going to make me uncomfortable," she went on firmly. "Eat." She shoo'ed at him, and at last, Nick set down his drink.

"You sure?"

"I promise," she said, reaching across under the table and squeezing his hand. Nick glanced down and curled his fingers around hers in response. "But thank you," she murmured. They shared an appreciative look for a moment before Judy pulled back. "Now go! Eat!"

Chuckling, Nick stood up and set down his coffee. "Thank god, because I am starving."

He got himself a bug biscuit, gulped it down – not because of Judy, but because he really was that hungry – and refilled his coffee before they prepared to leave. "Just one bite!" Judy held up the last bit of her quiche, fork extended to him. Rolling his eyes, Nick finally let her feed it into his mouth.

"Wow," he said with his eyes wide. "This is delicious!"

"Really?" squeaked Judy.

"No," he deadpanned. "I'll leave this stuff to the bunnies." He managed to swallow, but did so with a wildly exaggerated grimace, which made Judy sock him in the arm. They both laughed as they left the café and onto the sidewalks of downtown.

Judy noticed Nick looking at her carefully. "What?" she asked curiously. Nick paused on the sidewalk, and in that moment, he seemed to make up his mind about something.

"Come on," he said. "I'm taking you somewhere."

"What? Where?"

"Not telling."

They hurried to catch a bus and rode to the other side of town, where they got off on a street Judy had never been to before. After crossing a few more blocks, Nick turned and led her down the sidewalk until they came to a tall gate guarding a community of what appeared to be apartments.

Judy looked all around, distracted by the new environment, but Nick waltzed in without a second glance. At the gate, an old sheep lady sat behind an enclosed neck. "Nicholas!" she exclaimed happily as soon as she saw him.

"Hey there, Francine," he said, picking up a clipboard and scrawling his name on it. "Here, sign this," he said, handing it to Judy, who dutifully wrote her name on the next line.

"What is this place?" she asked, but Nick simply motioned for her to follow.

"Morning, Mr. Wilde," said the buffalo guard at the gate, and Nick tipped his head to him. "You're here awful early today."

"Got an early start," said Nick. "Think she's up, yet?"

"Saw her heading to the salon earlier this morning," the buffalo chuckled. "Probably in the gardens by now."

Nick thanked him and they kept walking, Judy hurrying behind him to keep up, because sometimes Nick's longer legs threatened to outdo her. "This place is so nice," she said, looking all around once they were within the walls. The apartments seemed pleasant and well-maintained from the outside, but the real visual interest was the massive garden area in the center of it all. A small but artfully landscaped pond sat in the far left corner, and further beyond that was an opening that seemed to lead to a golf course.

The bottom row of the apartment buildings, Judy now noticed, was also mostly stores and boutiques, giving the gated area the appearance of a little self-contained town right within Zootopia.

Nick looked all around, but he only stopped when someone called out his name.

"Nick!" The fox and rabbit pair both turned in the direction of the voice, only to see an elderly vixen in a wheelchair. "What're you doing here so early?"

"Why does everyone keep saying that?" asked Nick, opening his arms to her for a hug. "Am I not allowed to wake up before 9 AM?" The two embraced and Nick pulled back, smiling one of his few real smiles. He looked back at the timidly waiting rabbit.

"Judy, this is my mother, Ella Wilde."

Judy's eyes widened, her lips parting in surprise. "Oh!" she exclaimed. "Wow, it's so nice to meet you! I'm – "

"Judy Hopps!" The elderly fox hurried forward in her wheelchair and grasped Judy's hand, beaming up at her with a face so like Nick's. "It's so delightful to finally meet you! Nick has told me so much about how brilliant you are!"

"She's lying," Nick said to the side. "She's just seen you on the news."

"And," his mother went on emphatically, "He also told me how pretty you are."

"A _pathological liar_," added Nick hastily, before Ella thumped his arm and he yelped, hopping back. Judy giggled, thoroughly enjoying Ella already.

"It's so nice to meet you, Mrs. Wilde," she said earnestly, before she glanced down at herself and flushed. "Oh, god, I am – I am so sorry, I didn't know I'd be meeting you today." She tossed a Look in Nick's direction, who merely rolled his eyes and smirked. "I promise I would have looked nicer!"

"You look beautiful, sweetheart," Ella told her with a smile, moving her wheelchair next to a stone garden bench so Judy could sit. "I'm just glad you're here. I was starting to think Nick would never bring you by!"

"I had no idea you lived in town," Judy admitted. "But I'm glad you do."

"Do your parents live here?" asked Ella, and Judy shook her head.

"No, they're about a two hour train ride away," she sighed. "I miss them sometimes. A lot, actually. I wish I could see them more often." She turned her head to look around the area again, smiling to herself when she saw some more elderly animals wave to Nick, who responded with a wave of his own.

"Looks like Nick is here pretty often, huh?"

Ella beamed. "Oh, yes. He comes at least three or four times a week, if not more. It makes some of the other old bitties around here jealous, because their kids don't come as often. But last week, Nick came by and barely even paid attention to me, just played chess with old Mr. Seymore," she nodded in the direction of a well-aged lion in the distance, seated in his own wheelchair.

"Well, that was awful sweet of him," said Judy, giggling over at Nick. He shrugged.

"Puh-lease. I was just trying to hustle him for money."

"You lost," his mother reminded him.

"I didn't say it worked."

Judy caught his eye and shook her head at him, her lips quirked in a genuine smile. He returned it, though he carefully looked away when Ella looked between them. "So which apartment do you live in?" asked Judy, and Ella pointed.

"That one over there – very nice, the favorite section of everyone here, because it's near the Putt Putt course. Which, if I'm being honest, should be renamed after me, because I am the reigning champion for the last two tournaments."

Judy gasped excitedly. "I've always wanted to play Putt Putt!"

"Oh, I'll show you!" said Ella, equally eager. "Nick! Find my favorite putter!"

"Right now?" he laughed incredulously. "We're really going to play Putt Putt right now?" Judy hopped to her feet and shot him a smug smile.

"You started this by bringing me here. Now we're going to _destroy _you!"

"Ooh," said Ella with a gleeful laugh. "I like this girl!"

They hurried off without him, and Nick grinned to himself, even as he shook his head and sighed. "What have I done," he wondered aloud, before hurrying off after them.

* * *

><p>Nick and Judy ended up staying with Ella for a few hours, playing Putt Putt – which Ella won, through absolutely no assistance of Nick or Judy – and then touring some of the little shops, in one of which Ella bought Judy a little necklace with white and blue beads.<p>

"So pretty," she said, and Judy beamed. She'd missed having a mom around to do stuff like this with. Plus, she got the additional bonus fun of watching Nick get scolded every few minutes for touching things, or being in the way, or something else that was equally amusing. By the end of it, Judy and Ella were quite fast friends.

"I'm so glad you two came today," Ella told them, offering Judy a hug. "Really, Judy. Don't be a stranger. Come and visit any time you like."

"I will," the bunny replied sincerely.

"What about me?" asked Nick, looking offended. "I'm your son. Am I invited?"

Ella waved at him dismissively. "Oh, I see you all the time." Then she laughed, tugging him down for a kiss and a hug, which he returned.

A dark-furred fox in nursing scrubs appeared next to Ella's wheelchair. "Time for your medicine, Mrs. Wilde," he said, offering her the pills, which she accepted with only a small twitch of dissatisfaction. The nurse took her water cup and pointed. "Also, Mr. Seymore told me to remind you about your lunch date," he said with a hint of amusement.

Ella scoffed. "Oh, that old lion can wait." She looked back to Judy and said with great certainty, "It's good to make the males wait, you know."

Judy giggled wildly at Nick's eyeroll. "I'll remember that," she said, before they said their last goodbyes and Nick and Judy left the way they'd come.

The gates closed behind them and they walked to the sidewalk, heading in the direction of the bus stop. They remained quiet until they reached the bench and stopped, with Nick leaning against the side and Judy next to him. At last, she spoke up.

"You let me meet your mother," she said, unable to hide her pleasure. "That means a lot to you."

"And how do you know that, hm?" he asked, giving her an amused but thoughtful glance. Judy made a little noncommittal noise.

"I can just tell," she said slyly, bouncing on her feet. A thought suddenly struck her. "Wait – That's where all your money goes, isn't it?" Nick looked over at her, surprised. "I mean," Judy went on, "You bragged about all the money you made before, when we first met, remember? And you don't spend it on yourself, so… " she glanced behind her at the stately community.

"You use it for her, don't you?" she asked, her voice softening at Nick's pensive appraisal of her, as if he, again, was trying to decide something. At last, his lips quirked at a subtle, somewhat sad smile.

"Well, that," he confirmed with a nod. "And I put a lot of in a savings account."

"For what?"

"Honestly? Bail."

Judy's cheeks lifted in a smile, and Nick sighed loudly, again returning to his usual unconcerned air. "But hey, hopefully I won't need that now. Maybe I should buy a car or something." They boarded the bus and rode back to the side of town where Nick's apartment was. When they stepped off the bus and paused outside of his apartment building, Judy touched his arm to still him.

"She seems _really _happy," she told him, and Nick ticked his head in her direction.

"I hope so," he said quietly. Judy thought they might go inside, but instead Nick pulled her away from the building's double-doors and to a grassy area nearby. Judy joined him under a tree, sitting shoulder to shoulder.

"Okay, so," Nick started, before pausing and looking over at her, only to see her face peering at him thoughtfully, with no expectations or judgments. He relaxed a little, but Judy could read the tension still in his shoulders as he spoke. "I told you we were really poor when I was growing up, right? My mom had to work three jobs just to make sure we ate, much less had what a little fox wanted growing up."

Nick reclined against the tree, one hand balanced on his upraised knee. "So of course, I started getting into trouble, and the older I got, the worse I was. And then when I was 18, I got arrested." He made a face. "I don't even – really remember what it was for, I was stealing something, I think. Anyway, my mom got really upset at me, and I – " he paused, a rare look of discomfort passing over his features as Judy watched, lavender eyes curious. "I acted like an idiot. And I blamed her. I told her, if we hadn't been so poor, I wouldn't have to steal."

Judy frowned, but her heart sank even lower at Nick's troubled expression. "You were young," she reassured him softly. "You made a mistake."

The fox chuckled weakly. "Yeah, not my first. Not my last." He cleared his throat a little. "Anyway, after that, I ran off and… " he frowned again. "I didn't see or talk to my mom for six or seven years. Not at all." He glanced over at her, still waiting for her to admonish him. She didn't, and he continued quietly.

"Then, one day when I was in my twenties, I got a phone call saying she'd had a stroke." He nodded for no reason in particular. "And I knew – I just _knew_, when I showed up, she'd already be gone, and I'd never get a chance to tell her I was sorry for being such a worthless son." A sigh. "And then when I heard she was alive, I didn't think she'd want to see me. But she did."

He glanced over her. "I didn't deserve her forgiveness, but I took it anyway. And after that, I swore to myself I would take care of her as best as I could. So, for a few years, I did that. It was hard, because I was still doing the same old schemes, but I was trying to hide them from her."

Judy watched him shrug as he continued. "It was just too easy to make money that way. It was what I had always done." He made a face again. "Anyway, after a few years, her health problems got worse and I realized I couldn't care for her myself anymore. So we found that place back there, got her in, and she's lived there ever since."

"What is it, exactly?" asked Judy curiously. "It looks like an apartment mixed in with a resort or something."

"It's a … very _nice_ retirement community," he told her. "It's got shops and a salon and all kinds of stuff, plus medical staff twenty-four hours a day. That way, she's never alone. She's never without care." He huffed a little, looking down at his hands. "She's not even that old – in her sixties. But she had a rough life, and it took its toll on her. I wish she didn't have to live there at all, but at least… at least she doesn't have to worry about putting food on the table anymore. She can relax, play games, go to the salon and… apparently con old lions into taking her out for lunch." Judy sat in silence, thoughtfully turning over Nick's words in her head. After a moment, she smiled gently at him and reached over, taking his arm and looping it in hers.

"I really liked her," she said with an enthusiastic nod. "She puts you in your place, and I enjoy that." Nick rolled his eyes at her, but his smile returned, and his expression lost much of its wistful sadness.

"Figured you two would get along," he said, and Judy blushed at the affectionate warmth of his tone. Tightening her hold on his arm, she laid her head on his shoulder.

"Today was an excellent day," she informed him confidently.

He glanced down at her, then leaned his head against hers and chuckled. "Yeah," he agreed. "It was."


	2. Chapter 2

Author's Note: Heeeyy, thanks for the reviews, fellow Zootopia lovers! Hope you guys continue to enjoy…

* * *

><p>The day dawned early and bright.<p>

"Alright, alright… " Bogo looked around the room of rowdy police officers with his usual deadpan expression. "Everyone shut your jaws. We have actual business to attend to."

"Inspirational start, as always," muttered Nick from the chair he shared with Judy. She poked his side and he yelped. "Ow! You and my mother, I swear."

"Shh!"

Nick rolled his eyes and looked back to Bogo, who flipped through some papers on the podium. "Item one," he grunted. "We have a new recruit." He scanned the room for half a second. "But I don't see him, and that's all the effort I'm putting forth."

"I'm back here!" called a voice.

"_Item two_," Bogo went on pointedly, earning snickers from the larger mammals in the back. "Those damn t-shirts the Mayor ordered for us came in." He tossed a handful of them at the group of police officers, including one which landed on both Nick and Judy.

"Weren't any in your sizes," he told them gravely, as Judy held up the overly large ZPD t-shirt. "You'll have to share that one."

Nick raised a brow. "You know," he said wryly. "I have always wanted to be a conjoined twin. Seriously." Bogo rolled his eyes. "Think of the benefits," Nick went on to Judy. "Never have to watch scary movies alone… Two for one selfies…"

"Item _three," _Bogo continued, cutting him off. Now, as he held up a thick file, his features grew genuinely dark. "The Morehouse Murders case has been reopened."

A hush fell over the room. Even the raucous activity in the back chair paused, as the more experienced officers frowned or looked to one another. Judy twisted in her seat and peered at them curiously.

"The Morehouse Murders, sir?" she questioned to their chief.

"Previously six victims," said Bogo, gesturing to the file. "With the last being almost two years ago. The murders were linked by style, but nothing was ever confirmed. Little to no evidence was found, and the killer has not been identified, despite our best efforts." He huffed. "The count is now seven. A new victim was found last night, near the western gate to Sahara Square."

"And are we sure it's connected?" asked Broderick, a large black wolf.

"Same MO. Same victim pattern." Bogo slapped the folder shut with a frustrated snap. "Now look, we've managed to keep this story largely out of the media, and I want to keep it that way. We don't need a panic. I want this sick bastard found, and I want it now."

The imposing buffalo scanned the room of officers before his gaze landed on Nick and Judy.

"Officer Hopps," he said sternly, and Judy sat up as straight as possible. Bogo observed her coolly for a moment before he rounded the podium and dropped the file on the table in front of her. "I want you and Wilde to take this case."

"Us?" exclaimed Nick. His eyes widened, a protest more than ready on his tongue, but Judy had already grabbed the folder and looked up to Bogo with that determined, nearly fanatical sense of duty on her pretty grey features.

She rushed out, "I – Yes, I mean - yes, sir. Of course," before clearing her throat and saying more firmly, "Yes, sir. We're on it."

"Good," said Bogo flatly, looking briefly to Nick in warning. "I expect results."

"You'll have them, sir," Judy confirmed. Bogo dismissed them a few moments later, and the rabbit turned to Nick in their chair, her lavender eyes wide. "Nick, holy canoli, can you believe this? He gave US the case!"

"Which is pretty weird," muttered Nick lowly, eyes shifting mistrustfully to Bogo's retreating back. "Considering we're two of the newest officers in here. This is a big case, Judy. Seven murders? I've been a cop for all of six months."

"We can do this, Nick." Judy grasped his hand, and her hopeful gaze was like a shot to the heart. Geez, she had a powerful stare. Who knew what Nick might agree to with that face looking up at him? He could hear the conversation now.

_Come on, Nick. Let's jump off this cliff and see if we sprout wings! _

_Eh, I'd really rather not, Judy. _

_Please, Nick! _

_Ah, hell. Breathing is overrated. Let's do it. _

The real-life Nick pushed his reservations back from his features, difficult as it was. "Yeah, you're right," he said at last, only twitching a little. "We can totally solve this… heinous murder case that's been ongoing for almost ten years."

"That's the spirit!"

"How do you not recognize my sarcasm by now?"

"Oh, I do," said Judy cheerfully as she dropped off the chair. "I just ignore it. You know, by filtering through all of your so called witticisms, I've found you to be _quite_ agreeable."

Nick dropped down from the chair and smirked at her. "Sounds like hanging around me takes a lot of work," he noted.

Judy grabbed up their shared t-shirt. "It is," she said with a nod, before smiling and poking his side. "But it's worth it." Nick grinned a bit at that and walked with her out of the conference room, through the department and to their sparsely used desk.

"So what's the details on this case anyway?" he asked, leaning against the desk and tossing aside the too-large t-shirt. Judy took a chair and opened the file. As he watched her eyes scan the text on the front page, he knew she didn't like what she was reading.

"It's like Chief said," she told him quietly. "Seven victims. No witnesses. Barely any evidence." With one small hand, she reached to turn the page. As soon as she did so, she let out a shriek and shoved the file out of sight, dropping it to the desk with a shaky gasp.

"What is it?" asked Nick, straightening quickly. He snatched up the file and opened it, turning to the second page, which as it turned out, was a set of crime scene photographs.

"Yikes," he murmured, a deep frown finding its way on his features. "Whoever this guy is… he's _skinning_ them."

The pictures weren't easy to look at – every victim was nearly unidentifiable, just piles of meat with loosely connected limbs. Blood on the scene and around the decaying body. Some internal organs on display nearby. A few featured close-up shots of skulls, still containing eyeballs, but peeled away from the skin and exposed in the most grotesque manner imaginable.

Nick looked slowly up at Judy, who remained at her desk, her features pinched with distaste and fear. "You okay?" he asked, closing the folder. Judy swallowed tightly and nodded, before clearing her throat and forcing herself to stand.

"I'm fine," she said, making every effort to sound normal. "I just – didn't expect, ehm." She finally managed to meet his gaze. "I was just a little shocked, that's all. I can handle it."

To prove her point, she took back the file and opened it to the photographs again. Every tense motion of her body made it clear that she wanted nothing to do with the images, but she forced herself to look anyway, her body straining to pull her away from the grotesque sight.

"Ahem," Judy pointed to one picture without touching it. "This was the most recent victim." She scanned the others, relaxing only a little. "And this was the first – found on Morehouse Street."

"Hence the case name," pointed out Nick, his eyes still on her, rather than the pictures.

"Right." Judy nodded and closed the file. "Well, I guess – I guess we have a lot of work to do." Nick nodded, though he kept his watchful gaze on her. Judy had a tendency to get – well, caught up in things. She dove headfirst, and – okay, he could admit it – that worried him.

"Officer Judy?"

The pair looked up to see Mrs. Otterton standing with a basket of fruits and veggies. "Oh, Hi there," said Judy with a smile, obviously glad for the distraction. "How are you doing Mrs. Otterton?"

"Oh, just wonderful," the little otter told her earnestly. "I hope I'm not interrupting! I only wanted to bring by some of the best from our garden for you."

Nick smiled a bit at Judy's shining eyes. Mrs. Otterton came by at least once every two weeks with a basket or other little gift for Judy. The bunny had told her more than once that Mrs. Otterton didn't need to feel obliged to her, but she'd insisted. Nick was glad. Judy needed the diversion.

While Judy and Mrs. Otteron chattered about the little ones, Nick picked up the file again and began flipping through the pages. He didn't expect to find anything new – the information was over two years old, and much more experienced officers than he was had looked at it long and hard – but as he scanned the list of victims, his heart sank.

Glancing up quickly, he nudged Judy. "Hey, I'll be right back." Without waiting for a reply, Nick tucked the file under his arm and marched straight to Bogo's office. He knocked once and then entered.

"Come in," said the buffalo flatly, after Nick was well inside. The fox shut the door behind him and paused, looking over Bogo as he sat behind his large desk.

"Aren't you supposed to be looking over your case?" grunted his boss.

Nick narrowed his eyes. "I was." He held up the file and moved to stand in front of Bogo's desk. "And I noticed something about the victims you've got listed here."

"I should hope so," said Bogo derisively. "Seeing as how that _is_ your job."

Nick's glare deepened, but he reeled it in, turning to pace the floor as he flipped open the file and began to read aloud. "Jenny Malone, age 22, squirrel. Lisa Adders, age 24, rabbit. Trish Tipper, age 21, gopher. Harriett Myers, age 28, muskrat." Bogo tried to interrupt him, but Nick spoke over him.

"Emily Bounds, age 25, rabbit. Sarah Marshall, age 23, lamb." Nick snapped the file shut and looked up at Bogo. "And Marsha Lumens, age 26, squirrel." Bogo's nostrils flared, but he remained silent as Nick held up the file.

"All female. All in their twenties. All prey species."

Nick's eyes flashed and he continued with increasingly heated tones, "So tell me, Chief – because I'm giving you the benefit of a doubt here – why did you put the _only _female prey species in her twenties in your _entire department _on this case?"

Behind his desk, Bogo looked over Nick with a deeply resentful stare, his massive shoulders tight.

"Please," said Nick more quietly, but no less distressed. "Tell me you are not using Judy as bait for this maniac."

"Officer Wilde," Bogo stood very suddenly. "Are you suggesting Officer Hopps is incapable of solving this case?"

Nick scowled. "Of course not – "

"And are you also suggesting," Bogo rounded the desk, "that Officer Hopps is not intelligent enough to discern the connection between the victims?"

"No, I'm not saying that – "

Bogo cut him off. "Listen here, Wilde. Officer Hopps is well aware of the dangers of her job, which is almost certainly the reason why she is not the one in my office right now, wasting my time with petty complaints."

Nick clenched his jaw.

"Now," said Bogo, standing tall over Nick. "If you are so concerned about her safety, I suggest you channel that energy into closing up this case. Because if you somehow manage to locate this killer, Officer Hopps will be safe. But if you do not…"

The two males stared hard at one another.

"Unfortunate circumstances may occur," finished Bogo.

Every ounce of self-control clawed at Nick's limbs, and at last, he snatched the file off Bogo's desk and stormed out without another word. Judy met him a few steps out of the office.

"Hey, what – What were you doing in Bogo's office? Oh, no, Nick. You're not in trouble, are you?" she asked. It was a fair question, since he was in trouble pretty often. Nick blinked at her, momentarily trapped in his angry stupor. At her concerned look, however, he managed to pull out of it.

He glanced once at the file in his hand, a warning on the tip of his tongue for her, but he reluctantly kept it to himself. Bogo, that sorry excuse for a police chief, was right about one thing. Judy could look at this case and know how the victims were identified. She didn't need him to degrade her by explaining it.

"S'fine," Nick answered. "Really. I was just – asking about some details of the case."

Judy frowned, obviously concerned, but she took his word for it. "Okay," she said, sighing softly. "I wish we had more to go on."

"Hey," Nick forced himself to smile. "We've done more with less, right? We'll figure it out." It occurred to him then that they needed to step away from this stuff for a while. It would do them both some good. Yes, a relaxing night with Judy. One that didn't involve stomach-turning pictures of dead bodies.

Unfortunately, as soon as Nick opened his mouth propose something fun for the evening, a slow, drawling voice from behind interrupted them.

"Officer Judy Hopps?"

The pair turned to face a male rabbit in a ZPD police uniform. _Jumps _read his badge. He stood taller than Judy, but not as tall as Nick, and his fur was mostly white rather than grey. Nick's eye twitched involuntarily when the rabbit actually bowed to Judy, though he might have just been nodding and caught himself off-balance. _You've got to be kidding me. _

"I'm Michael Jumps, m'aam," the rabbit said, "I'm the new recruit Chief Bogo was, uh… well, talking about earlier. And I just wanted to say – well, I wanted to meet you, because you are such an inspiration to me." He gestured to himself. "I've always wanted to be a police officer, but I didn't think a rabbit could do it! But you, m'aam. I saw you on that television, and I said to myself – that Officer Hopps is showin' you that you can do it, Michael. So go and do it. And I did!"

"Oh, that's so great!" Judy exclaimed, delighted. "It's so wonderful to meet you!"

Michael Jumps continued on in his same fashion, but all Nick could think about was how annoying his accent was, and how it looked like he was talking with his mouth closed._ Who let his country ass in here, _Nick wondered.

"… be glad to show you around the station, right, Nick?"

"Eh – What?" the fox blinked at his partner, who glared at him but tried to remain patient in front of the newbie.

Judy repeatedly emphatically, "I _said_, while Clawhauser is putting Officer Jumps' information into the computer, we would be glad to show him around the station. Isn't – that – right?" she gave him her sternest of looks. Nick blinked, unfazed and uninterested in Michael Jumps or anything that was even mildly related to him.

Still, Judy's glare was almost as potent as her pleading pout. "Oh, yeah," he said at last, making no effort at all to sound genuine. "De-light-ed."

The three mammals turned and made a circle in the station, with Judy pointing out things that were actually pretty obvious, but seemed very impressive to the new guy. Nick said little, but Judy kept nudging him whenever his eyerolls became too much.

They paused at the holding cells. "Hey look, Wilde," said Jumps with a guffaw. "Someone wrote your name on the holdin' cell wall!" The three looked to the scratched text, which read:

_CALL FOR A GOOD TIME _

_NICK WILDE _

_810-993-9166_

"Damn it, Finnick," muttered Nick.

"That's funny," said Jumps with a snicker. "Hey, I was gonna ask you – I knew a fox where I was, well, actually, he came through town one time, sellin' some stuff. He was alright, good fella. His name was Larry. You know Larry the fox?"

Judy brought up a hand to cover her face as Nick's eyes slowly slid to Officer Jumps, who waited for his answer. After a long suffering breath, Nick answered, "No. I don't know the random fox named Larry who travelled through your backwoods burrow at some point in time."

"Heeey," Judy jumped in front of Nick and put her hand on his arm. "Why don't you go check with Clawhauser to see if Officer Jumps' information is in the computer yet?"

"Gladly," Nick said with mock enthusiasm, before he left the two bunnies alone and went up to the ground floor, where he rounded Clawhauser's desk. "Hey Benny," he said mildly, picking up a cup of pens and sorting through them. "You got Cotton-Eye Joe's stuff in the computer yet?"

"Who?" questioned the plump cheetah.

"The new guy. Skips."

"Jumps?"

"Yeah, whatever."

Clawhauser looked back at his computer and clicked a few things. "Just a few more – click, click, clickety click, aaaand done!" He turned back to Nick. "So, what do you think of the new guy?"

"You don't want to open that can of worms."

"Aw," Clawhauser waved a finger at Nick teasingly. "I think someone might be a leeettttle jealous." Nick dropped the cup of pens and scoffed.

"Jealous of what? The fact that he's never had to deal with anything as complicated as indoor plumbing?"

Clawhauser pushed his face into his paws and leaned over the desk. "Mmm, no. More like how he totally worships Judy." The fox rolled his eyes and pulled out a pen to point threateningly at Clawhauser.

"I don't care what that idiot thinks of Judy." He paused. "Besides, she's just being polite. Like she always is."

"Mmhm," Clawhauser picked up his cell phone. "You know what I think would make you feel better?"

"Don't do it, Ben."

"Oh, but," Clawhauser steadily tapped out something on his phone. "I'm already… looking up your picture…"

"I mean it, you better not – "

"Beep, boop beep," the cheetah didn't even look up. "… andddd done!"

_~Try everything~ _

Nick dropped his arm heavily against the desk, doing his best not to look at his head dancing on the body of a tiger around pop singer Gazelle. "You are the living embodiment of evil," he deadpanned.

"Wilde!" snapped a voice to the side, and Nick scowled heavily before turning on his heel. "Moleskin!" he greeted the short mole wrapped in a labcoat. "How can I help you… in order to make this conversation as brief as possible?"

The scientist's nose twitched. "Have you read your case file yet?"

"Course I have," Nick inspected his claws. "And aren't you supposed to be in the lab, analyzing our one and only piece of evidence?"

Moleskin dropped a small packet into Nick's hand with a dull glare. "You're out of luck. Fur's contaminated." At Nick's distressed noise, he continued, "One of you guys in the field must have messed it up. I can't get a read on it at all – not even what kind of animal it is."

Nick held up the small sample of fur, locked carefully in a small baggie. "Great," he said, peering at the long white hairs. "This was all we had to go on."

The mole snorted. "Like you two have a chance of solving this case anyway," he muttered as he turned away. Nick pocketed the sample.

"Hey, be sure to avoid windows on your way back to your little hole," he called out after the mole. "Wouldn't want you to turn to ash if you come across natural sunlight!" He dropped back against Clawhauser's desk with a deep sigh. "Damn it. Judy is not going to like this." Turning swiftly, he pointed to Clawhauser.

"I'm eating all your candy tomorrow."

The cheetah gasped.

"All of it," Nick said as he walked away. "No matter where you hide it, I will know." With that last threat, Nick left the front desk and found Judy, still talking with Officer Jumps, who was hanging on her every word.

"Bad news," he said, ignoring the male rabbit. "Our sample came back from the lab. It's worthless."

"What?" Judy shrieked, momentarily forgetting the newbie. She took the small packet from Nick. "But that was all we had to go on! Arrgh!"

Jumps leaned over, peering at the packet thoughtfully. "White fur, huh? You sure that's not from the victim?"

"We're positive," said Judy tiredly, shaking her head.

"Then maybe the killer's like, a polar bear or something," offered the other rabbit. Nick's entire face accompanied the annoyed motion of his deep eyeroll.

"Nice try," he said, taking the sample back from Judy so Jumps couldn't see it. "But polar bear fur isn't white."

"Which I also didn't know," comforted Judy, "You know, until moving to Zootopia. Not many polar bears out in the bunny burrows."

Officer Jumps' face scrunched with confusion. "Wait, if it's not white… Why does it look white?"

"Light reflection," answered Nick without looking up. When Jumps' confusion visibly increased, he cocked a head in the rabbit's direction. "Look, I'm not your third-grade science teacher, okay? I don't have time to explain this to you. Have I mentioned that Clawhauser has your stuff in the computer? Because he does."

Jumps blinked. "Oh, well, I guess I should – uh, go then."

"It was very nice meeting you," said Judy with a smile, shaking his hand and gently shoo'ing him away. "I'm sure we'll see you around!"

As soon as he was gone, she turned to face Nick, her arms folded. The fox glanced around, as if looking for the mammal responsible for inciting such a heated glower. "What?"

"You were so rude to him!"

"Yeah, but," Nick leaned against the desk. "Was I any more rude than I normally am to strangers?"

"A little, shockingly enough," she responded with a twitch of her nose. Nick tried not to smile. He almost succeeded, but not quite, which only incensed Judy's irritation. "Be nice to him, Nick. He's new. You remember how scary that was."

"Mmhm." Tossing aside the file, Nick drew her away from the others with a touch to her sleeve. "What do you say we go get those – weird smoothie things you like so much after work?"

Judy's gaze turned suspicious. "You never want to go get smoothies with me."

"Well, that's because I still have all my teeth and I'm not a hundred years old. Smoothies seem a little superfluous." He pointed. "But I know _you_ like them."

The little bunny shifted on her feet. "I don't know… I feel like we should stay late. Or at least I could, you know? Look over the case, see if I can't find anything new. Maybe if I – "

"Okay, this is exactly what I'm trying to avoid," said Nick, fighting the effort to take her hands in his. "I understand the need to work hard on this case, I do, but I don't want you to let it get to you. This stuff is too gruesome to take home with you, Judy."

"I know that," she said a bit defensively, but she softened almost immediately. "I just," she lowered her voice to a whisper. "I just want to make sure we do this right, Nick. I mean, Bogo is counting on us. He gave us the most important murder case of the past decade because he believes we can solve it!"

The conversation in Bogo's office floated to the surface of Nick's mind, and once again, he opened his mouth to bring it up. But something stopped him.

"I know," he said instead, his voice low. He considered telling her he didn't want her to overwork herself, but he knew how that would sound to Judy. "You're right. I'm just – " he paused, before pressing on, "I'm just trying to destress myself, is all. And that works best when you're around." He smiled, because even though it wasn't what he really wanted to say, it was still true.

Fortunately, it worked. Judy relaxed a little and, after spending a moment nibbling on her lip, she nodded. "Okay. You're right, we need to both be in tip top shape to do this. No need to work ourselves up."

"Exactly," he agreed, secretly relieved. Unfortunately, that relief was short-lived.

"Hopps, Wilde," one of the other officers poked his head in. "We got a witness out here who wants to talk to you."

Judy hopped up immediately, her eyes wide. "A witness? That's amazing! Come on, Nick!"

A few minutes later, the pair came to a stop outside one of the white-walled rooms beyond the holding cells. Lenny, the elephant officer over Narcotics, gave them a brief overview. "Possible information on the latest victim," he told them quietly. "Go easy on her. She's pretty upset."

Judy nodded, and as Nick watched, she ducked away to grab a small bag. They entered the room a moment later to find a young female deer sitting at a table, her hands folded and her head low. She seemed to shrink underneath the heavy fluorescent lighting in the room, and when Nick and Judy entered, she immediately tensed.

"Hi there," said Judy with a gentle smile. Nick glanced at his partner appreciatively, particularly when the young deer calmed a little. "My name is Officer Judy Hopps. This is my partner, Officer Wilde."

"H – Hi," the young doe replied. "My name is Pheasant Winslowe."

"That's such a beautiful name," Judy said sincerely. "Do you want some water?" she asked, pulling out a bottle of water. The doe nodded and took it gratefully, and after she took a few sips, she looked back to Judy and Nick.

"Miss Winslowe," Judy began. "Our fellow officers told us you think you might have some information about the recent death of Marsha Lumens."

Pheasant sniffled, and she hunched her shoulders. "I – I don't know. I mean," she swallowed tightly. "I didn't know Marsha all that well. But we both worked late on the same street – she worked at a twenty-four hour laundromat, and I work at an all-night convenience store. So we used to keep each other company on our breaks, and then we'd walk to the parking deck down the street together as soon our shifts were over." Pheasant's voice cracked. "You know, because it was so late… we were … trying to be safe," she began to cry.

Nick watched as Judy rounded the table and took a seat next to her, one hand on her shoulder sympathetically. "It's okay, take your time."

Pheasant fought to stifle her tears. "Marsha would wait for me, even if she – she got done before me, she was so nice." The deer swiped at her face. "But then one night, she didn't show up. And I didn't know her that well, you know. I thought she might've just called in or something. But then, the next day, I heard she'd been…"

The doe burst into tears.

"You work across the street from where Marsha's body was found," Nick prompted gently. "Did you see anything at all while you were working?"

Pheasant sucked in a deep breath. "Well, before I realized Marsha wasn't at work, I noticed someone hanging around her laundromat. I didn't see much – just someone in a big black coat, with a hood. He was hanging around the right side alley…I didn't think anything about it," she looked to Judy, guilt clear on his features. "I mean, it was kinda weird, but we see lots of weird stuff, working so late at night."

Nick turned to his notebook and scrawled some notes.

"Could you tell anything about the guy in the coat? Like how big he was?"

Pheasant shrugged tearfully. "Um, about your size, maybe a little bigger? Not as big as a lion or tiger, but not very small, either." She sighed. "It was hard to tell, he was moving in the shadows."

"Any visible fur?" asked Judy.

The doe paused and then shook her head. "I'm sorry. I wasn't paying that close of attention. I didn't think it was important at the time." She tucked her head in shame. "I wish I could help more."

Judy helped her stand and insisted she take the water bottle with her. "You were very brave to come and talk with us," she told Pheasant. "Thank you."

The young deer nodded gratefully to Judy and shrugged on her coat. As she did so, she turned to the pair again. "Please catch whoever did this," she said, her words trembling. "Marsha – She didn't deserve to die like that."

"No one does," Judy said softly. "Thank you, Miss Winslowe."

The witness nodded and then left, closing the door behind her with a click.

Nick scanned his notes, before his eyes lifted to Judy's pained expression. "Not much, but it's something," he said quietly, studying her features. Judy nodded and sank into a chair, swallowing thickly over a lump in her throat.

"It's like you said," murmured Judy, looking down at the blank table. "We've done more with less."

"Yep," he rounded the table and sat next to her, in the chair the witness had left empty. He closed the notebook. "Judy – "

"I need to go search on some of the databases," she said suddenly, rising from her spot and away from Nick. "Maybe there's an old bit of evidence containing that description."

Nick jumped to his feet. "Hey, what about the smoothie thing we talked about earlier?"

"I can't think about that right now, Nick," Judy shook her head, her eyes low. "I – I've got to go look into this. I've got to see if there's something – anything we can learn from Pheasant's description." With that, she turned and left the room without looking back at Nick, who sank heavily against the table and closed his eyes.

The notebook dropped from his hand and hit the table with a vulgar slap.

* * *

><p>That night, horrendous visions haunted Nick's dreams.<p>

Judy, on the run from a pair of ghoulish hands, claws extended. Flashing teeth, fangs bared. The gruesome sound of ripping flesh.

It played over and over and over again, each time with some new horrifying detail, like the sound of wet blood dripping to the floor, or the sickening smell of decay.

"Agh!" Nick shot up in his bed, his eyes wide. A quick glance at his clock told him it was nearly 3 AM. Cursing, he fell back against his bed, chest heaving. The fervent desire to call Judy rushed to the forefront of his mind, but he resisted. She was okay. Judy was fine, in her little apartment.

He turned over in his bed and frowned.

She was fine, he repeated to himself, knowing full well that he'd feel better if she were right next to him.


	3. Chapter 3
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* * *

><p>"You look pretty rough this morning, Nick."<p>

The harassed fox in question turned his gaze up at Benjamin Clawhauser, who leaned over his desk and peered thoughtfully at him, one cheek smooshed into his paw. "You okay?" asked the cheetah.

"Didn't sleep very well," muttered Nick. _Eugh_, he even sounded horrible. Clawhauser was right. He needed to get his act together before he found Judy.

Unfortunately, she spotted him first and waved furiously from the desk they shared at the back of the station.

Clearing his throat and hoping his restless night wasn't as obvious as Clawhauser had made it seem, Nick gripped his coffee and headed over. "Hey Carrots," he said, tone deceptively light. Lavender eyes turned up immediately under a furrowed brow.

"Are you alright?" she asked, features pinched with concern.

Nick paused, secretly glad to lay eyes on her. Those damn nightmares had persisted until the early hours of the morning, and it showed on his face, not to mention his thumping heart, which refused to slow, even when Judy stood right in front of him. He set down his coffee and made an effort to sound casual.

"I'm fine. But, uh," he shifted, hand dropping to trace invisible patterns on the desk. "I've been doing some thinking." He looked up and met Judy's attentive gaze. She could see something was wrong. Not that it was difficult (a fact proven by Clawhauser), but he would never get over the way Judy looked at him when she thought something was wrong.

Her concern felt so alarmingly personal.

"Well, I was just thinking," Nick rolled a shoulder in a shrug, because there was no way she was going to want to hear this and he might as well look nonchalant. "I was thinking maybe we should ask Bogo to give this Morehouse case to more experienced officers."

Every emotion he'd anticipated crossed Judy's open and clear features. Surprise, confusion, hurt, anger. All there, in rapid succession. She moved away from the desk and stood in front of him. "Give the case away? What – Nick, no. Why would we do that?"

"I just mean," he held up both hands, because for some reason, he felt that might appease her. "This is a really big case, Carrots. And you know, I'm – I'm a _terrible_ cop, and I – just don't know if I'm ready for it."

Judy folded her arms. "Since when do you think you're a terrible cop?" She tilted her head, her ears tall and alert. "Where is all of this coming from, Nick?"

He felt himself losing ground rapidly. Damn it. Judy was too smart for this.

"It just seems like this isn't something we're ready for," he raked a hand over his ears. "It's just – it's dangerous, okay? And I think maybe one of the other teams might handle it better."

Judy huffed quietly, before making an earnest effort to sound encouraging. "Nick, we're trained officers, just like they are. We can handle this, I know we can!"

He scowled quietly. "It's too risky, Judy! I mean, look at what this guy does," Nick said, snatching up the folder containing the gruesome photos. He knew he wasn't getting through to her, and he scrambled for something to say, anything to convey the lengthy panic attack that had kept him awake for most of the night. "I just don't want you to get hurt! I mean, what if this maniac got a hold of you, huh?"

Judy balked, taking a visible step back away from Nick. Something inside the fox clenched. _And there you go again, Nick. _

"You think this is too dangerous for _me_, not you," she murmured, her eyes dropping to the floor. Then they darted back up to Nick's, and the anger came back, quiet and subdued, but there nonetheless, evident behind the hurt. "Seriously, Nick? After everything we went through with the whole Night Howlers case? And you want me to give up the biggest responsibility of my career so far?"

Nick barely contained the effort to drag his claws down his face, frustration causing him to lose any pretense he'd managed before. "Judy, whoever this killer is, he targets mammals like you! Small female mammals and – I just think – "

"That it would be better handled by a bigger, scarier cop than poor little Judy," she finished, shaking her head. "This is our chance, Nick," she told him fervently. "Our chance to prove to everyone that the Night Howlers case wasn't a fluke. That we can really _do_ this. Why are you trying to make me give it up?"

"I'm worried about your safety!" exclaimed Nick, before quickly looking around and lowering his voice. "Why is that so wrong?"

"Because I need you on my side!" countered Judy, reaching up a grey-furred hand and swiping roughly at a tear that threatened to fall. "You're my partner, Nick. You're supposed to help me do this, not tell me I can't." A shaky sigh left her as she turned back to the desk and gathered some files, shoving them roughly in a folder as Nick struggled for words, thoroughly deflated.

"You know," Judy turned to face him again, her voice teary. "I can deal with everyone else underestimating me. I can take it." She pulled the file to her chest and looked up to meet his gaze. "But not you, Nick," she finished in a whisper.

After that, he could only watch as she hurried away from the desk, disappearing into the crowd of much larger mammals in uniform as they crossed the main floor of the police station.

Out of sight, not out of mind.

* * *

><p>"Knock knock."<p>

Ella Wilde glanced up at the sound of her son at the door. Another nurse – a small coyote this time – nodded to him in greeting as he passed through Ella's apartment door with a rolling medicine tray. Nick responded in kind before entering the apartment and smiling softly at the sight in front of him.

"What do you think?" his mother asked, leaning back in her chair to survey her work. "Too much blue?"

Taking a seat on the edge of a small bench, Nick peered over his mother's painting. She'd forever loved art, but had never had the time to pursue it until a few years ago. It was a pity he'd never known as a child how talented she was.

Nick put his chin in his hand and gave her a soft smile. "It's beautiful. Perfection."

Ella looked back to her painting and smiled as well, before dipping her paintbrush and continuing to work on the large canvas. "Oh!" she said suddenly. "I should paint something for Judy. Do you think she would like that?"

"I'm sure," he said sincerely, ignoring the twist in his chest at the mention of his bunny partner.

"Well, then," Ella removed her first canvas and pulled up a blank one, which she settled on her stand and looked over thoughtfully. "I will do that for her." A paintbrush in her fingers tapped on her snout as she thought about her painting. "Now, while I begin work on this, mind telling me what's bothering you?"

Nick eyed her wryly. "Who said something's bothering me? Maybe I just didn't sleep well," he remarked, knowing that his chances of successfully lying to his mother were quite low, as they'd been with Judy. And that had worked out very unpleasantly. In fact, Judy had spent the entire day's shift dutifully ignoring him at every turn.

Ellan hummed. "And considering you normally sleep like a rock," she said as she dipped her paintbrush in a nice green, "I'd say that means something is bothering you." She smiled knowingly and reached over, petting his head. The single motion was enough to drive Nick out of his adulthood and to the floor, where he tipped his head over in her lap and let her stroke his ears.

"Oh, this must be serious," noted Ella with a gentle, teasing smile. "Is it Judy?"

Nick made a face up at her, but didn't move away from her lap; instead, he sighed loudly, in his most aggrieved fashion. "Oh, you know. Just my usual pattern of screw-ups. Nothing new here." At his mother's look, he tucked his head against the fabric of her skirt, his eyes flickering up to her before looking away.

He explained tiredly, "We've got this – this really big case at work, and I can't give you the details, but it's pretty horrible. And as soon as I learned the specifics, I didn't want Judy to have anything to do with it. So I asked her to let our boss give the case to another team." The red fox dragged a hand down his snout. "I knew she'd hate the idea, but I thought maybe I had a chance of convincing her. Somehow. I don't know."

He scowled. "It's not that Judy isn't a great cop. She is, everyone knows she is. But Mom," he lifted his head to look at her. "This kind of stuff – she could get really hurt, I mean. Come on, she's like, two feet tall and twenty pounds! I had stuffed animals as a kid bigger than she is!"

Ella tilted his head as he spoke, listening carefully as Nick went on, the words tumbling out as his nightmares returned to the forefront of his mind. "I just don't want her to get hurt," he wailed, not caring how whiny he sounded, "and I feel like this is way, _way_ over our heads."

"And what did she say?" asked Ella patiently. Nick made a face up at her from the floor.

"What do you think she said?" he asked darkly. "She's Judy. I'm surprised she doesn't wear a superhero cape under her clothes and give longwinded lectures as someone hands her the key to the city." A frustrated growl escaped him, but it festered out as a whiny grunt and he let his head fall back into his mother's lap. "I just don't understand why I'm the bad guy when all I want to do is keep her safe."

Ella stroked the top of his head again. "Oh, look at my Nick. Finally doing a little growing up," she murmured, smiling when Nick shifted his head just enough to glare at her without sacrificing the rubs.

"Listen to me, son," said his mother quietly. "Being concerned for Judy's safety doesn't make you a bad guy. There's nothing wrong with worrying about someone you care for." She reached under his chin and tenderly tipped it up to look at her. "But the love you have for others – no matter what kind of love it is – must _always_ be synonymous with respect."

The younger fox straightened next to his mother's chair as she spoke.

"Don't you think I was always worried about you when you were younger? Don't you know I worry about you every day, even now?" she asked, gently tapping his nose, like she'd done so often when he was little. "But I couldn't hold you back. I still had to let you go. Because as much as I wanted to keep you at my side and know you were safe in my arms, I knew that was no life for you. I knew you had to go out and take those risks, even if they scared me, because that's what living is all about."

Nick raised a brow. "But I made _terrible_ decisions," he said stoically. "And I almost died a couple of times. I probably would have been better off just sticking with you, not screwing around on the streets."

"And then where would you be now?" she asked, "Hmm? Not working at the police department. Not partners with Judy. And certainly not the amazing, thoughtful and brilliant young fox you are today." The elderly vixen leaned back in her chair and observed him with an appreciative smile.

"You know a lot of things, Nick. And I don't say that lightly. But one thing you have yet to learn is how to let others know you care."

"Telling her I don't want her to get hurt isn't a good way to show someone I care?" he asked dryly.

Ella leaned forward in her chair. "Showing her that if she _does_ get hurt, you will always be there… that might be a little better." She kissed Nick's nose. "You can tell Judy of your concerns, but you can't control her decisions. That isn't fair to her."

Nick's lips quirked a bit at the kiss, and he reached forward, taking his mother's hand and holding it in his own without speaking. As he did so, he looked over to her blank canvas.

"You know," he said, glancing up at her. "Judy misses her little bunny burrow a lot."

Ella patted his hand in hers. "Ah," she said with a knowing look at her paintbrushes. "Then let's do something to help her out with that, hm?"

* * *

><p>"Hey there, Carrots."<p>

_Thud_.

Nick placed the large, wrapped rectangle on her desk, only then realizing it was every bit as big as Judy herself. The bunny in question raised a brow and tilted her head at it, then looked to Nick, who propped it up carefully against the wall.

"What is that? A gift?" asked Judy curiously, her expression guarded.

Nick took a seat next to her in a rolling chair. "It is, but not from me. Though I am more than willing to claim credit if it will buy me any brownie points." Judy folded her arms, and Nick scooted a little closer, lowering his voice.

"Judy," he murmured, and the bunny's expression immediately softened to match his tone. "I'm sorry for what I said yesterday. I shouldn't have suggested you give up this case just because I was afraid something bad was going to happen." He kept his voice quiet. Didn't need this kind of talk getting out. Not just because he didn't like the idea of everyone thinking he was a big softie, but also because the whole apology thing wasn't exactly something he wanted others knowing about.

He liked to keep the expectations of others as low as possible, thank you very much.

Truthfully, this kind of frank admission was very uncomfortable, but when Judy bit her lip and tucked in closer to him, the discomfort eased. "I wasn't trying to say you couldn't do this case," he went on, glancing up as another officer walked by. "But I was still being pretty unfair to you. It was fear, and nothing else. No doubt. No distrust. I – I know we can do this."

"I'm on your side," he added sincerely. "I swear."

Judy's teeth worried over her lip for a moment more before she finally nodded, and then her expression eased into a soft smile and she reached over, touching his wrist with her small fingers. "I know you are," she told him earnestly. "I'm not mad at you. I just want to know you're here, that's all." She shrugged her tiny shoulders. "We're a team. And besides," she pushed back one of her long ears. "I worry about you, too. I don't want you getting hurt either."

"Well, then," said Nick, smirk slowly sliding back into place. "I guess we should just keep watching each other's backs then, huh?"

"Definitely," she agreed, her features instantly brighter, and Nick secretly noted that their argument must have bothered her as much as it had him. Okay, so maybe he shouldn't have taken satisfaction in that. But he did. Not because he liked the idea of Judy being sad, but because - well, the idea of moping around like a sullen teenager while the other company was completely unaffected was just pathetic.

"Now," Judy shifted her curious gaze over to the wrapped canvas. "About this gift…"

"Oh!" Nick grinned and turned in the chair, pulling it up and settling it between the two mammals. "Yes, this is for you. Open it." Edging forward in her chair excitedly, Judy ripped off the paper and gasped, delight taking over her features in an instant.

"Oh, Nick! Look! It's BunnyBurrow!" she pointed at the landscape painting before squinting at the signature at the bottom. "Your mother made this!"

"Yep," Nick placed his arms on the top of the tall painting. "Just for you, Miss Hopps."

Judy jumped up and did her very best to hug the painting, but it was too wide. "I love this so much! I'm hanging it up in my apartment as soon as I can." She sat up straight and tried to peek over the painting at Nick. "I want to go thank her face to face!"

"We can go this weekend," he suggested, willing to offer her just about anything she wanted at the moment. He felt he owed it to his heart, which felt a thousand times lighter than it had just fifteen minutes ago. Judy thought on his words for a moment and then hmph'ed to herself.

"I can't, I promised my parents I would visit them this weekend," she said, before her features lit up again. "Hey, you should come with me! You can meet my family!"

Ah, the quick, optimistic mind of Judy Hopps, at it again. Nick blinked. "Uh, your – parents?" he questioned, trying to cover up the insane amount of cynicism at the idea. Judy caught on to it, of course, but she simply put a hand on her hip and rolled her eyes at him.

"Come on, I met your mom. You should meet my parents! They'll be super nice and very excited."

He doubted that very much. "Mmhm," he said instead of voicing such a thought. "And the carrots? Will I be forced to eat more of those?" he asked wryly. "Because Death by Carrot is something I'm just not ready for."

"It'll be great, I promise." Judy gently set the painting aside. "Please?"

_That look, _thought Nick. Like an arrow to the heart.

"Fine," he muttered, doing his best impression of someone on death row. Judy beamed in response and went for her phone, which she used to call her parents to tell them Nick would be accompanying her. And all the while, all Nick could think was how the relief he felt at having Judy smiling in front of him again was almost tangible enough to hold in his hand.

* * *

><p>Once the city was behind them, the open landscape outside of Zootopia rushed by the train like a portrait in motion, with tall buildings falling away and grassy hills taking their places outside the window. Judy leaned against the glass and watched with all the enchantment she'd entered the city with almost a year ago.<p>

There was something about going away from home that made one appreciate it more heartily, Judy decided.

"When was the last time you left the city?" she asked the fox next to her, who leaned back in his seat with his sunglasses firmly in place.

"It's been a while," he admitted, more than a little nervous. Not about the fact that they were leaving the city, of course – okay, well, maybe a little, because unfamiliar territory was uncomfortable territory, and that was all there was to it – but because Judy was so certain this was going to go well.

Him? Not so much.

"Hey, relax. This is going to be a fun weekend," she told him, reaching over and taking his hand. Nick looked at it in surprise before he let himself sink more comfortably against his seat and squeeze her hand in return. _Sentimental bunny_, he thought.

Together, they watched out of the window as the train blazed a path down through open fields and lines of crops, eventually passing through a small town lined with simple wooden buildings. "Look!" Judy pointed, tugging at Nick excitedly. "That's where I went to school! And that's the post office!"

"And let me guess," Nick smirked, nodding to the train station. "Those are your parents."

Their train car slowed to a stop and Judy hopped up, straight over Nick and into the aisle, only letting go of his hand when she leaped out to the platform. "Judy!" called out her mother, before wrapping up her daughter in a hug. Nick stumbled to a stop behind her and watched as her dad scooped both of the lady bunnies up in a bear hug of his own.

"Oh, look at this Jude!" he exclaimed happily, kissing the top of her head. "Big city celebrity here to see little ole' us!"

"Aw, Dad," Judy laughed, before turning to look at Nick, who watched from a distance, his gaze tender. Judy's parents turned with her, looking to Nick with undisguised curiosity. "Mom, Dad. This is Nick Wilde," Judy said with an eager twitch of her nose, reaching forward for Nick's arm and tugging him over.

"Nick, these are my parents, Stu and Bonnie Hopps."

For a moment, the three newly introduced mammals simply stared at one another. Then Nick extended a hand, his heart pounding and his voice in danger of cracking like it hadn't since he was twelve.

"It's a pleasure to meet you both," he managed.

To Nick's great relief, Stu Hopps stepped forward and took his hand, giving it a hearty shake. "It's mighty nice to meet you, Mr. Wilde," he said, with all of Judy's frank sincerity. Bonnie forwent the handshake and enveloped him in a hug, much to Nick's alarm. Judy's poorly stifled snickers earned a glare from the fox.

"Thank you so much for all you've done for Judy," her mother clasped his hand in both of hers. "We feel so much better about her being in the city, knowing she's got a partner she trusts like you."

Nick chuckled a bit. "Honestly, she's saved me more times than I've saved her," he admitted with a smirk in Judy's direction. She grinned in response.

"It's true," she said loftily, pretending to buff her nails on her shirt. "Come on, let's go. I can't wait to see everyone!"

Well, as it turned out, everyone really was _everyone. _

"I told you," came Judy's sing-song voice at his side, her overnight bag firmly in one hand. "I have a _big_ family."

Nick gaped. "This isn't a family, Carrots," he informed her. "It's an army."

Deceptively small on the surface, Judy's family burrow stretched for what seemed like miles of tunnels in all directions, all branching out from a massive circular living area roughly twice the size of his entire apartment. The floors were a dark wood, but the walls were hard-packed dirt, with curved doorways leading into the many rooms, most of which Nick assumed were for sleeping.

The kitchen, of course, was more like a mess hall, with long tables stretching out from end to end, and all kinds of food organized in the typical family-chaos type manner he'd witnessed in other homes, only on a much larger scale.

And the bunnies. Good god, all the bunnies.

"You think if I knocked one over, the rest would just fall like dominos?" he asked Judy with a smirk, before he was quickly ushered by Judy's mother through the sea of bunnies to a small room with a curtain instead of a door.

"Here you go, Mr. Wilde!"

"Call me Nick, please," he insisted, tossing her his most charming smile as he set his bag next to the small bed. Judy's mother waved bashfully at him before letting him know dinner would ready soon. She dashed out, leaving Nick to look over the bed, which was almost certainly too short for him. A giggle made him look up, and he folded his arms at Judy's amused look.

"Think you can handle this for a weekend?" she teased.

"Pfft," Nick cocked a brow at her. "What? You think I can't hack it out here in the country, Carrots?"

Judy sidled into the small room and gave him her sneakiest smirk – an achievement Nick secretly took credit for. "Oh, come on. You?" she leaned over and grinned. "Mister _City_ _Boy_?"

"City boy?" he repeated with a chuckle before he cocked a head at her. "Challenge accepted, Carrots." He poked her shoulder. "I am about to spend the next two days showing you up at every single thing you hold near and dear to your heart."

"Is that so?"

"Oh, yeah," Nick pointed at her. "Cropping. And, uh… farming and – tractor – ing?" he paused. "Whatever, all that stuff. I'm going the whole nine yards. Plaid shirts. Overalls. Trucker hats with ironic sayings. All of it."

"If you say so," grinned Judy.

"I do," he said, with all the seriousness he could muster. "I also demand to be addressed as Farmer Wilde, for the next two days. Secure me a straw hat as soon as you can. I'll need it."

"Mmhm," Judy smirked as she turned to leave, still laughing. "Better set that alarm early then!"

"Bright and early!" called out Nick after her.

* * *

><p><em>5:00 AM.<em>

Nick stared blearily at the kitchen table and wondered how this time was even allowed.

Well before sunrise, and every single one of the ten-thousand bunnies in this place were all awake, including Judy, who sauntered into the kitchen in her little pink plaid shirt and happily plopped a straw hat on a still struggling Nick Wilde's head. "Good morning," she said sweetly.

"Coffee," he replied flatly.

"Oh," said Bonnie from her spot at the stove. "You know, we don't have one of those coffee maker things. Stu bought one a few years ago, but one of the kids melted it, doing somethin' or the other."

Panic gripped him. His life flashed before his eyes. The world began to spin. The sweet release of death seemed imminent.

"That's okay, we brought one," piped up Judy, after allowing herself almost thirty seconds of entertainment at Nick's expense. A moment later, she placed a tall thermos of coffee in his hand and turned him by the shoulder, directing him out of the kitchen and through the tiny front door of the burrow into the still dark-as-night outdoors.

"Drink up!" she told him, as if he'd even begun to let up his death grip on the thermos. "Because we have got a LOT of work to do, Farmer Wilde!"

_Slurrrp. _Nick glared over the top of his thermos, much to Judy's obvious amusement.

_6:30 AM_

"Alright, Nick," said Stu Hopps, pointing to the seemingly endless row of dirt. "Watcha gotta do is take this plow and till up the area here."

"All of it?" asked Nick incredulously. "How many vegetables could you need?"

Stu paused thoughtfully. "Well, I got more kids than the rest of town has mammals, and we pretty much feed em all! So a lot, now that I think about it!" He clapped Nick on the shoulder. "Have fun!"

_7:15 AM _

Judy rounded a pile of hay bales and put her hands on her hips.

"Nicholas Wilde!" she admonished, looking out over the dirt, where fifteen of her little brothers and sisters rapidly tilled the earth. Nick, meanwhile, was sitting on a chair he'd fashioned out of several crates, sipping at a drink and wearing his shades.

"HE PAID US FIVE DOLLARS!" called out one little bunny happily.

The fox raised his sunglasses. "What?" he asked innocently, smirking. "It's called a business, sweetheart."

Judy tipped over his crate-chair and then stole his drink.

_8:45 AM _

"You sure you know how to chop wood?" asked Stu, standing next to a stump and a pile of thick logs.

Nick tapped his shades further down his nose and waved a hand. "Definitely. Consider it done."

"Great!" Stu picked up an ax. "I'll check on you in a little while!" He dropped the ax in Nick's hand and turned away before he saw the weight of it nearly drag an astonished Nick to the ground.

_Geez, what is this thing made out of, adamantium? _Nick heaved up the ax, pulled up an equally heavy log and aimed. Unfortunately, the weight of the ax caught him off balance and when he pulled back to strike, he tumbled backwards, lost his footing and rolled down a small hill and straight into the lake.

_9:00 AM _

Problem solving skills. Nick Wilde had them.

And when one of Judy's brothers on the other side of the field looked away from his pile of chopped wood, Nick dropped his ax, hurried over, snatched up the pile of split wood and ran back to his chopping spot. He dumped it on the ground and picked up the heavy log Stu had left him to split, hurling it into the lake.

"Nick!" Stu Hopps appeared, and then looked at his pile of split wood, pleased. "Wow, you did a great job!" He paused, brows furrowed. "Why ya wet, though?"

"Oh, I was just working really hard, needed to cool off," Nick gasped out, pointing at the lake. "You know how it is. Manual la – _bor_," his voice cracked. "It's the greatest." When Stu left, he glanced over to see Judy's brother glaring at him.

He pulled out a twenty dollar bill and put it in the rabbit's hand. "Keep up the good work," he muttered balefully.

_10:00 AM _

"Here's the ignition," Judy pointed from their shared seat on the tractor. "And here's the gear shift. It's manual, and it's kinda old, so you gotta really crank it."

"Yeah, I bet," he smirked, unable to hide his amusement.

"Oh, shut up," Judy knocked him in the arm, and he moved to retaliate, but his foot hit the gearshift and the tractor lurched into reverse, crashing through the closed side of the barn doors and raining hay down on them from the loft above.

The tractor stopped, and they both stared, mouths gaping.

"Oh, look," said Nick with a wide-eyed nod. He pointed up. "A hay-le storm."

_10:30 AM _

"Eight, nine, ten. There." Nick doled out the cash and pointed to the tiny bunny. "Remember, if anyone asks, I collected all these blueberries."

"Can I eat some?" he asked.

"Course," Nick shrugged. "What else would you do with them?"

_11:00 AM _

Judy rounded the barn, calling out of Nick. "Nick! Where are you? Helloooo?" Only to find the fox with five of her little siblings, and when they turned to face her with wide-eyed looks of innocence, she saw that every single one of them – including Nick – had faces smeared with blueberries.

Judy folded her arms, fighting with every bit of her strength against the urge to burst out laughing.

"He did it!" shrieked her siblings, but Nick had already snatched the basket of blueberries and taken off.

* * *

><p>"I've spent so much money today," Nick told her wryly.<p>

"Mm, I'm surprised you have any room for lunch," Judy remarked, reclining on the blanket with Nick, who chomped into a tomato sandwich. "What with all those blueberries you demolished."

"I'm a growing fox," he answered with a confident nod. "I need my nourishment."

Judy giggled. "I guess today could have gone worse."

"That's true," Nick agreed with a small fanged grin. "So long as no one offers me a set of matches, your farm will still be standing when I leave." The two paused to look around at the brilliant blue sky, and Judy reclined next to him, her face turned up towards the sun.

Nick paused in his eating long enough to appreciate the sight of her so relaxed and happy, secretly glad she'd closed her eyes against the wind.

The noise of gravel crunching under tires alerted them both, and Nick and Judy looked up to see a pickup truck make its way down the dirt road. It stopped near the mailbox, and as Nick watched, Stu and Bonnie both stepped up to greet it.

A large, burly looking fox in overalls climbed out.

"So," Nick finished the last bite of his food and surveyed the scene. "That's Gideon, huh."

"Yep."

Nick observed the other fox critically before he asked Judy in a mutter, "Geez, what did his parents feed him growing up? Nuclear waste?" The bunny next to him responded by standing and pulling him up beside her.

"Mr. Grey!" some of the little bunnies ran right up to him. "Did you bring Mack and Lucy?"

"Aw, yeah," he pointed. "They're in the truck. We've got a few minutes if ya'll wanna play."

"Hooray!" the little bunnies dashed to the truck, and two small fox heads dwarfed by their alert ears poked out of the windows. "Mack! Lucy! Come out and play!" The two kits cheered and jumped out of the truck, following the little bunnies out into the open field and immediately breaking into a game of Marco Polo.

Nick watched the game thoughtfully as he and Judy approached, the light air of the day feeling strangely suffocating in that moment. "Judy!" exclaimed Gideon when they drew close. "I didn't know you was in town this weekend! Good to see ya!"

"Thanks, Gideon. We're just visiting," she said with a sincere smile. "Oh, and this is my partner, Nick Wilde."

Nick turned his attention to Gideon with a cool, indifferent expression as the other fox tipped his head at Nick, his features colored with a hint of apprehension. "Hey there. I'm Gideon Grey," he greeted a bit nervously.

"I know," was Nick's reply, his tone carefully crafted to be both unassuming and unfriendly, without sounding harsh. He let Gideon squirm in the uncomfortable silence that followed, but only for about ten seconds. Then he stepped forward and extended his hand, with just the smallest of smiles. "Nice to meet you."

Gideon jumped on the friendlier greeting, taking his hand and shaking it firmly. Judy rushed in before any more tense silences could transpire. "Oh, Gideon. I didn't know you had kids!" she chirped.

The fox slapped a hand on his thigh. "Me, either!" he exclaimed, as if he, too, was astonished by the coincidence of it all. "But hey, lesson learned." He clapped Nick on the shoulder with a heavy hand. "Always do a follow-up," he said with a sound nod.

Nick slowly looked over to Judy, whose features pinched with the effort not to laugh or cringe, whichever happened first. "That – That is definitely good advice, Gideon," she finally managed, before one of her sisters called out to her.

"Judy, come play with us!"

The little vixen, Lucy giggled wildly from her spot and pulled on the small bunny's arm. "Come on, we can do double Marco Polo!" she said, and the bunny turned and jumped on her back before they went tearing into the group of screaming children. "MARCO!" called the bunny on top of the fox's back.

"POLO!" yelled out all the others, including the little boy fox, Mack.

"Well – Okay, I'll be right back, guys!" Judy dashed off with the little ones, who screamed in delight when Judy entered the fray, leaving the two foxes standing side by side. Nick was more than content to watch, his lips quirked as he watched Judy play every bit as hard as the little ones.

Then Gideon spoke. "So, uh, I guess Judy might've told you about how I was when we were younger," he half-mumbled, half-grunted.

Nick continued to look forward as he said lightly, "Well, you know, she still carried fox repellent on her when we met, so I think it's safe to say you left an impression."

Gideon blanched at his side, and Nick shifted a little, raising an eyebrow at him. Again, he let Gideon shift uncomfortably, before he bailed him out. "But she also told you me you apologized," Nick shrugged. "So it's fine. She's forgiven you. She's good like that."

"Yeah," Gideon agreed sincerely. "She is, that Judy. Been helpin' other mammals for as long as I can remember." The two foxes continued to watch the playful game, and for a moment, neither spoke, until Gideon once again broke the silence. "So, you and Judy, are you two, like… uh," he raised both brows. "Together?"

Green eyes shifted to Gideon and then back to the game. Judy seemed to be out of earshot – or at least, the kids would drown them out. So Nick glanced in Gideon's direction and looked him over once before answering, "For the purposes of this conversation, let's say yes." He tilted his head, hands in the pocket of his slacks. "Do you have a problem with that?"

"No, no!" Gideon waved his hands. "I think it's – it's pretty great. I mean, it's kinda hard to believe, after the way I was. But that's just Judy, for you. She's got a good head on her shoulders. And I think it's real nice, honest." Nick let himself smile a little, but he kept himself from showing it.

"And if it makes you feel any better," Gideon went on, glancing back at the kids. "One of Judy's older cousins cornered me after high school once and beat the tar outta' me, so I kinda got what I had coming."

"Wow," Nick paused, astonished. "You went to high school?"

"Them bunnies," continued Gideon, not hearing him. "They're tougher than they look, ya know? Specially if they get the drop on you. Felt that beatin' for weeks." He rubbed his arm, as if it still hurt, but now Nick's mind was in a completely different direction.

"You there?" asked Gideon at Nick's pensive expression. The other fox blinked and shook his head.

"M'fine. Was just thinking about something at work," he said, looking up as Judy literally hopped over to them, grinning. "Have fun?" he asked, unable to hide his smile at her obvious glee. "You almost looked tall, compared to all the munchkins."

"Oh, haha," she said, before Gideon said his good-byes and called out to his little ones to come back to the truck.

"Aw, Dad! We wanna play!"

"Come on now," Gideon beckoned them. "You see 'em every day at school! In the truck, time to go!" The two little foxes said their good-byes and bounded to the truck, where they clambered in behind Gideon, who waved good-bye.

"You guys have a nice talk?" asked Judy, lavender eye curious.

Nick raised a brow and looped an arm around her shoulders. "Oh, you know. Just Farmer Fox things, that's all. You wouldn't understand." He plucked at his straw hat and led her away.

* * *

><p>The end of a very long day ended in a beautiful, clear night.<p>

Judy rolled her head to the side and looked to Nick as he watched the night sky with a rare look of genuine appreciation on his features. "The stars look different out here, huh?" she questioned softly. Nick glanced at her and his lips quirked.

"Yeah," he admitted, shifting on his spot against the blanket, his arms behind his head. The center of the field felt far away, not just from the burrow, which was out of sight, but from world as they knew it. Maybe it was the ear-splitting environment caused by being around two hundred kids all day, but the silence of the open field was one of the most amazing things Nick had ever experienced.

Even in the city, there was always the slamming of doors or windows, the shrieking of tires or the far off wail of sirens. Out here, it was the wind rolling over them, the grass stirring or the distant chatter of insects.

Judy and Nick reclined side by side against the checkered blanket, only the dim moonlight to illuminate the area around them. Not that it was a problem for Nick, of course. "I figured you'd think it was really boring out here," admitted Judy at his side, her face turning up to the moon. Nick shifted a little closer, for no real reason at all.

"Nah," he nudged her teasingly. "I've been to more boring places."

"Oh?" she questioned, grinning a little. "Like where?"

"School. And holding cells."

Judy rolled her eyes and bit back a smile. They fell silent again, simply enjoying the relaxing night. "Hey," Judy rolled to her side, one hand coming up to prop her long-earred head. "I know this might seem a little strange, but… " she paused, and Nick glanced over at her curiously. "Well, what with you meeting my parents, and my meeting your mom… Do you think your dad would have liked me?"

Of all the questions she might've asked in that moment, Nick certainly hadn't expected that one.

But the answer was easy to pull from the small well of sadness in his heart. "He would've loved you," the fox told her with quiet, frank sincerity, utterly confident. Judy's features lit up in a genuine smile, and she tucked her head against her curled arm.

"Really?" she questioned. "Are you sure?"

A hush fell over the pair as Nick let himself think back on his father. After gathering himself for a moment, he turned on the blanket to his side, as she had, his hand on the blanket near hers.

"My dad was named John Wilde," he murmured, and his lips quirked with amusement. "And he was the friendliest, nicest fox you'd ever meet." Judy's smile broadened, and Nick felt compelled, by the sheer nature of pleasure between them, to continue, almost as if he were telling a fantastic story, though it was all true.

"I mean, he was – he was great. Scatter-brained, full of the corniest jokes. Always coming up with new and crazy ideas." Nick rolled his eyes as he chuckled thoughtfully. "My mom thought he was brilliant, and maybe he was, but you'd never know it talking to him. He'd go from one subject to the next in three minutes flat, and even when I was a kid, I could never keep up."

"And he was always into all these business endeavors, you know? Like, right before he died, he decided he wanted to open up a suit shop – and not just for foxes, either," Nick told her emphatically. "He wanted a shop for all mammals, from rodents to elephants and everything in between." He gestured grandly at the sky. "And he wanted to call it – get this – Wilde and Son's Suit-topia_." _

Judy giggled happily. "That sounds like a wonderful idea!"

Nick dropped his hand and looked back to her, his smile softening, edged with a hint of sadness. "Yeah, well, the banks didn't think so. They refused to give him the loan he needed to open the business." A heavy sigh left him. "And then he got sick," Nick waved his hand, "and one thing led to another, and pretty soon he was in the hospital. I don't know exactly what happened, I was so young."

He shifted on to his back again, eyes on the starry sky. "For a little while – just a few days, really – he seemed to get better. He had more energy. He smiled again. But then, one day, he just … died." Judy lost her giggles, but not her attentiveness, and she edged closer, until she was nearly curled up against his side.

"I'm sorry," she told him tenderly. "He sounds wonderful."

Nick paused, restlessly filtering through all he'd told her, as if checking it for leaks. But this was Judy, he told himself. He could relax. His head tilted in her direction, their faces close. "It was a long time ago," was his reply, quiet and even.

To his surprise, Judy shifted over him and placed her chin on his chest, part of her torso covering his. Her purple eyes watched him carefully. "That doesn't mean you're not allowed to feel sad," she pointed out in a whisper.

His hand lifted and brushed back her ear, the tips of his claws brushing through her fur before his thumb rounded to her cheek and caressed there. He could almost feel the heated flush under the grey.

"I know," he murmured.

Judy leaned her head against his touch, before shifting her purple eyes up to his. Her body inched forward, and every receptor in Nick's brain – and other regions – reacted immediately. His fingers shifted down to her neck as she leaned over him, ready to tug her forward.

"Nick! Judy!" Bonnie's distant voice caused them to jump apart. "Supper's ready!"

"Ah – heh," Judy swallowed and hurried to stand. "Guess we should go back, then." Nick followed her reluctantly, sucking in a deep breath as soon as he was standing.

"Ye – Yep, yeah, let's – let's do that," he choked out, snatching up the blanket and following Judy inside.

* * *

><p>The following day, Nick and Judy both said their good-byes.<p>

"We better see ya'll again soon!" said her mother, hugging them both tight. "Be careful, and call me when you get back, Judy! Love ya!"

They boarded the car at the station and found their seats, settling comfortably together as the train zipped back to the big city of Zootopia. A thousand thoughts filled Nick's head, but one stuck out.

And it wasn't the one he particularly wanted to reminisce on.

_Them bunnies, they're tougher than they look… specially if they get the drop on you. _
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* * *

><p>Some time at the burrow had been exactly what she'd needed, Judy concluded during her usual 5 AM morning run.<p>

Her mind was clear, her body was rested, and best of all, she and Nick had ended their argument and gone back to being the best of friends. Thinking back on their time out in the field, Judy's face, already flushed from jogging, burned further.

_Cheese and crackers_, she thought. What if Nick had thought that whole thing was totally weird? It hadn't _felt_ weird. But maybe…

Preoccupied, Judy turned on her heel and jogged back to her apartment. As she passed her new neighbors, yet another conversation filtered its way through the thin walls.

"Just think of all the perfectly roasted faces we get to munch on now!"

"But whyyyy?"

"Because we're friends. And friendship is two pals munching on a well-cooked face together."

Judy paused outside of the door and then continued on her to her apartment. "Yep," she muttered to herself with a nod. "Definitely need to arrest those guys."

* * *

><p>"Got you this on my run this morning."<p>

Nick Wilde blinked at the offered breakfast bar, before accepting it gratefully and eating half of it in one bite. "You run _before_ work?" he asked incredulously. "We get here at seven AM!"

Purple eyes looked up from their shared desk. "Well, I run before that!" she told him, snickering. "Duh." Nick raised a brow and continued to munch on his cereal bar between gulps of coffee.

"You are an unnatural creature," he informed her stoically. "I woke up at 6:50 today. Barely remembered my pants. I even brought my toothbrush to work with me."

"Yeah, don't share that information with anyone," Judy snickered, before her smile slipped away and she looked back at the Morehouse case file. After a few minutes of studying, Judy leaned back in her chair and looked up at Nick, who sat on their shared desk.

"You know," she said thoughtfully, "at first I thought these murders might have something to do with the Night Howlers. I mean, that's the only time we've seen something this vicious, right? But now I don't think that's what this is at all."

Judy opened the files and looked to the gruesome photos. "I mean, savage animals may attack small prey, but they don't skin them."

"Right," Nick agreed darkly as finished his cereal bar. "Only sickos do that."

"Not only that," Judy turned the pages, pulling out more documents from the back. "Bagheera was the officer on this case last time, and he noted that he thinks these are crimes of passion, but I'm not buying it. I mean, look here." The fox leaned in closer to Judy's notes. "Out of the seven victims, five of them were attacked while out walking at night. Not only that, they were all heading to places they visited regularly."

She pulled out some more papers. "Marsha, the latest victim, was on her way to work. Two others were university students heading to their dorms, one was also attacked while leaving her job, and the last was jogging, which her friends say she did almost every night."

Jogging. Nick blanched inwardly. Just like Judy does every morning, when it's so early the damn birds aren't even singing yet. He kept that thought to himself.

"Look," Judy pulled out three different local maps. "I did some research and found the paths the most recent three victims were on when they were attacked. The X right here," she pointed, "is where their bodies were found."

"But the attacks didn't happen where their bodies were found," Nick pointed out. "Only one victim was found near the sight of a struggle, that's where we got the fur sample."

"Right," Judy traced the lines she'd drawn, the last walks of the victims. "Which just makes me feel even more strongly that these attacks weren't random. I don't think this guy saw his victim type by accident and then felt the overwhelming desire to kill them. I also don't think he knew them or interacted with them at all."

Nick watched as she traced her grey finger along a penciled line on the map of the city.

"This was the route taken by Lisa Adders, one of the victims. It's the one where we found the sample," Judy tapped a spot along the written line. "And that's the sight of the struggle, the only one we managed to find in all the victims. Here, between two university buildings. But look, there's no exit in the back – it's blocked by a cement wall, because the other side was a construction zone at the time. Which means if that's where she was grabbed…"

"He was waiting for her," Nick shook his head, scowling softly. "No other reason for him to be hanging around there if he wasn't." Reaching up a hand, he rubbed at the back of his neck, where the hairs stood uncomfortably alert.

His eyes flickered to Judy's face. "So we're talking about someone who stalks the victims, learns their routines and then jumps them when they're in an isolated spot." God, just saying it out loud made him squirm.

Judy nodded. "And when he does, he doesn't just kill them. He skins them out of sight and then leaves their bodies to be found. Sometimes they're even posed." She closed the files, her brows furrowed. "It's like he thinks he's putting on a show or something. He's _enjoying_ this, Nick."

"What I don't get is how the hell he's grabbing these girls up and skinning them in public without getting seen?" Nick asked, waving a hand. "I mean, even if it is late at night, he was on a university campus. And Lisa Adders was a rabbit, she wasn't as small as Marsha Lumens. He had to have taken her somewhere close by."

The two officers fell silent to think, but they were soon interrupted by the shrill ring of their desk phone. Nick snatched it up and tucked it into his shoulder. "Wildehopps," he answered. After a few moments of listening to the other end, he motioned to Judy. "We'll be right there."

Judy hopped to her feet. "What is it?"

"Got the all-clear for the security cameras at the laundromat where Lumens worked, come on." The pair snatched up their things and hurried to the car.

* * *

><p>Ten minutes later, Judy pushed through the front door of the laundromat, and Nick let it close behind them with a soft jingle. A face peered out of the backroom, nose twitching.<p>

"Officers," greeted Tuck Evans, the armadillo owner of the business. He didn't seem too excited about their presence, a fact further proved by his low, grumbled greeting. "Let's get this over with," he continued with a waddle as they passed through the store front. "Cops showin' up at my door, scaring off all my customers."

Nick peered around thoughtfully. "Right, because I'm sure the dead body didn't take care of that for ya."

Evans led them the officers to the backroom of the establishment, before nodding in the direction of a small black and white monitor. "Haven't reviewed the tapes myself yet," he told him. "Police told me not to. But there're three camera views here, you can flip back and forth between them with this button."

He clicked, and the image – grainy and filmed in shades of grey and white – jumped from the inside the laundromat to the back door and then to the front again, this time angled at the register.

"Thank you," Judy nodded to him before pulling up an old plastic chair and turning the monitor to the inside camera, which focused on the counter and the back door. "So you said Marsha never clocked in for that evening, correct?"

"Right," the armadillo folded his arms. "Didn't even realize anything was wrong until I checked my programs in the morning, didn't see any activity from the register. Came right over, and that's – " he shifted uncomfortably, looking remorseful for the first time since their arrival. "That's when I found her, propped up against the front door."

Nick made a face before looking back to the monitor. "Geez, where'd you get these cameras? 1999?"

"Hey," Evans pointed. "I run a small business. I can't afford a bunch of fancy cameras. Lucky I even got these."

Judy remained focused on the monitor, ignoring the other two as she watched the grainy footage intently. "Never came in," she murmured to herself. "What time was her shift?"

"Started at 9 PM," responded the owner. Judy reached forward and tapped a few buttons, rewinding the film to 8:40 and then watching carefully. The other two males waited. 9 PM came and went on the inside monitor, but Marsha didn't appear.

"See," Tuck rolled his eyes. "You're wasting your time. I told you, she never showed up."

"Wait a minute," Judy leaned forward, her purple eyes suddenly narrowed. She rewound the footage again and then pointed, far to the back, where the backdoor was. Nick leaned over her shoulder, but it took him three tries to spot it.

"The deadbolt," he looked sharply to Tuck. "It moves at 8:54 PM. Someone unlocked it." He straightened. "Could that have been anyone except Marsha?" Tuck stared in disbelief.

"No, no. It had to be her, she's the only one besides me that has a key."

"Which means she got to the store," Judy quickly scanned between the three cameras again. "There's a camera on the backdoor, Nick. Look." She fast-forwarded the camera to 8:45 again and watched. The image showed the backdoor clearly, with a spotlight hanging just over it. If Marsha appeared, they would be able to see her.

Then, as the trio watched, the security camera began to move. Nick leaned closer, his hand tight on the back of Judy's chair. Not a soul stood visible in front of the camera, but the view turned very slowly and deliberately, moving away from the backdoor and up, over the back concrete lot behind the building, angling up and at the sky.

Judy stiffened in her chair.

"He moved the camera," she whispered.

Just then, footsteps sounded out of the camera's view. The jingle of keys followed, and then the distinctive click of the deadbolt. Nick and Judy leaned close, straining to hear.

Suddenly, the sound of squealing and screams blasted from the audio.

Judy jerked back, falling out of the chair and stumbling over her own feet until Nick caught her and helped her stand again. "What in the hell?" he yelped, but the squealing stopped as suddenly as it had begun. Silence filled the room again, and Judy's pounding heart became the loudest thing in her ears.

Tuck, standing nearby, stood and stared at the camera, horrified. "Oh, Marsha…"

"He caught her at the door," Judy looked to Nick, her eyes wide. Unfortunately, the video did not end there. Instead, it remained still and motionless for a few minutes before slowly shifting back, again operated by someone out of view. The backdoor reappeared, with no indication of what had just happened there.

For several long moments, nothing happened. Then, without warning, Marsha Lumens' face appeared in front of the camera again.

"Oh my god," Judy put a hand over her mouth.

Everything inside of her wanted to look away from the sight of Marsha's skin, stripped from its body and without its eyeballs, dancing on the gloved hand of someone out of sight from the camera. It bounced around in a little jig and the hand opened and closed, mimicking speech like a puppet.

Nick's jaws clenched tightly.

The newly skinned Martha continued its macabre show for a moment before it disappeared out of camera view again, the sound of quick footsteps fading away. The camera rolled on uneventfully for several minutes.

Judy reached forward and shut it off.

"How did he do it?" Nick asked at last. "He didn't kill her in view of the camera, he didn't do it in the store. There was no evidence of a struggle at the door." His eyes flickered to one of the outside windows, before he gestured to Judy. She snapped out of her horrified stupor and instantly shifted into cop mode again.

"Let's look outside. Pheasant Winslowe said she saw someone hanging around this alley," she said. The two left the laundromat and stepped outside, winding their way around the building. They looked all around, including the step to the backdoor, but there was nothing.

Nick huffed, green eyes moving quickly over the bleak landscape. There had to be _something_ out here.

Suddenly, he spotted something up above – a short ladder, part of a fire escape once, but now broken. It led up to the roof. Teeth gritted, Nick moved around Judy and hopped onto a dumpster before leaping and catching the broken ladder, praying it would hold him.

"Nick, where are you going?" called Judy, but she wasted no time in following him. Nick clambered up the ladder with Judy on his tail.

"Just wanted to see something," he said, looking up at the sky as he climbed. He reached the roof and pulled himself over the edge, and when he did, his body froze. Behind him, Judy came to stand. He heard her stop in her tracks, then numbly climb down from the ledge to stand next to him.

"Nick," she murmured, aghast.

_HELLO._

The word was written tall and wide, smeared over the old flat roof in blood faded by the sun, partially covered by the dirt and leaves that gathered. All around the morbid greeting was more blood, scratched into the tile, drawn deliberately over every available surface, smeared on anything and everything. It looked like the morbid retelling of a toddler left alone with finger paints.

A struggle there had been, but it was so much more than that.

Nick pulled out his walkie-talkie, his expression grim. "Clawhauser," he called in. When the cheetah answered, he spared a quick glance at Judy, who stood stunned.

"Call in the forensics team," he told him, before sighing heavily. "We're gonna need some help down here."

* * *

><p>Nick peered at Judy's withdrawn features over his cup of coffee.<p>

"DNA tests proved the blood was Martha's," Judy dropped her arm to the table, ignoring her smoothie. "He killed her on the roof and then left us a message. Why?"

The fox swirled his coffee, green eyes dropping as he recalled the eerie rooftop. "He knows we're looking for him," he noted quietly. "He's following the investigation somehow, and it's not even in the papers. And you know what else that means?"

He shifted his elbows on the table. "It means any piece of evidence we find has to be taken with a grain of salt. If he knows who we are, he can plant clues and hints, anything to lead us away. And I don't know about you, but I have no desire to play hide and seek with a psycho. Whatever we do, we have to be on the lookout for a trap."

When Judy remained silent, her eyes downcast, Nick glanced around the station for onlookers and then leaned forward, catching her smaller hand in his. "Don't let this shake you, Judy. It's exactly what he wants. He's trying to screw with us."

Sighing, Judy shook her head at the table before lifting her eyes to his. "I just – After what we saw today, on that video… How can I possibly rest, knowing someone in the city is doing things like that? Someone I'm supposed to catch?"

"We'll get him," Nick dropped his head to lower his voice, the hand over hers squeezing gently. "Don't beat yourself up, Carrots." He tried to make her smile, but the cloud hanging over her head was too heavy. Time to call in the big guns, he decided.

"Hey, you still want to go see my mom? You wanted to thank her for the painting, right?" he asked, raising both brows. "You know she wants to see you. Plus, I'm pretty sure she has – I don't know, some really stupid, embarrassing childhood story about me to tell. That'd be pretty great, right?"

Judy's lips quirked just a little. "Yeah… I do want to see her. We should go," she cleared her throat and made an effort to smile, but the heaviness was still there. "Anyway, I should… I should go file this paperwork." Pulling away from him, Judy stood and left the desk, notes tucked under her arms.

Nick dropped his head to the desk with a loud _thump_.

God, what he wouldn't do to pull her out of this. Why, why, why hadn't she grown up wanting to be a cupcake maker?

"Nick?" Someone poked him. "You alive?"

He lifted his head and squinted at Clawhauser, who observed him with his usual lofty amusement. "Is more brain damage really what you need?" he asked with mock curiosity. At Nick's glare, he pulled out a pink envelope. "Hey, I wanted to ask you – I got Judy's birthday card for next week, but I wanted to ask how old she's going to be so I could write it in here."

Nick stared, his eyes steadily growing wider in a slow-motion moment of horror. "It's Judy's birthday next week?" he gulped. At this, Clawhauser folded his arms and rolled his eyes.

"Are you serious, Nick? Yes, it's Judy's birthday! How can you not know that?"

"I – Well, - I'm not a damn mind reader! I don't have her birth certificate memorized!"

Clawhauser plopped down into a chair next to the desk. "That's terrible. You are a terrible partner," he informed Nick. "Do you even know how old she is?"

Nick squinted. "Uhh… Wait – Yes. I – Okay, she's twenty-… three?" he frowned. "No, that's too young." Clawhauser slapped a hand over his face, tsking heavily. "Hey," Nick pointed. "Your judgment is not appreciated, nor is it helpful."

"Maybe you should call her parents and ask," suggested Clawhauser.

Nick rolled his eyes. "Her parents have no idea how old she is. They have seven million kids."

"And yet you only have one partner and _still _don't know. Naughty, naughty." Clawhauser wiggled a finger at him. "Hey, guess what I got her? A blender for her fruits and veggies! It's bunny-sized. I'm pretty excited about it, to be honest."

"Wait!" Nick jumped up. "You can check the computers! Her age has to be in there, right?"

"Hm," Clawhauser tapped his chin. "I don't know, Nick. That seems like cheating. I don't think I should let you do that." The fox narrowed his eyes in a glare before suddenly dashing off for Clawhauser's desk, sprinting past other officers who stared, annoyed, particularly when Clawhauser rushed after Nick and tackled him to the ground. "No! That's cheating!"

Gasping against Clawhauser's weight, the two wrestled in full view of the department, most of which continued on without even acknowledging them. "If you don't let me look, I'm going to have to steal her wallet! Do you want that on your conscience, huh?"

"Oh, alright, alright!" The two finally pulled apart and Clawhauser ambled to his computer, which he clicked a few times on the keyboard before at last looking at Nick and sighing dramatically. "She's twenty-four."

"Ha! I was close." Nick leaned against the desk and straightened the mussed fur at his collar. "Now, what to get her… " he looked up thoughtfully at Clawhauser. "Hey, you like shopping. Let me steal your blender and you can have lots of fun getting Judy something else."

"Oh, you are the worst," Clawhauser turned away from the computer again. "Don't get her a blender, Nick! Get her something romantic!"

"Like _what_?" asked Nick, huffing as he folded his arms. "Judy doesn't even like – Hey, wait. What makes you think I even want to get her something romantic?"

"Uh," the cheetah pointed. "Your face. Every time you look at her, like this." He batted his eyelashes and curled his hands near his face, to which Nick responded with an eyeroll.

"Whatever, I do not look like that."

"Every time," insisted Clawhauser, giggling. "All day, every day."

Nick sighed, tapping his fingers on the desk before his features lit up. "Oh! We're going to visit my mom tomorrow. I can employ her to find out what Judy wants."

"Fabulous," intoned Clawhauser with a smirk. "You are a genius, Nick Wilde."

The fox slapped a hand on the wood. "And don't you forget it, pal." Turning away from the desk, he went to go find Judy again. Thinking she might've gone to the station's gym to blow off some steam, he headed in that direction.

However, when he arrived at the work-out room, he found a different bunny instead.

Michael Jumps stood poised, ready for the attack of his sparring partner, a large timber wolf. The wolf obviously dwarfed Michael, but the rabbit didn't seem hesitant or afraid. Nick stepped back further from the door to avoid being seen, but he kept a careful eye on the smaller of the two.

As soon as the wolf lunged, Michael rolled deftly out of the way. He turned swiftly, darting behind the wolf, and as soon the larger adversary dipped forward in a run, Michael jumped high and kicked him hard on the back, sending him crashing to the floor.

It was a very quick, efficient takedown.

"Great job," the wolf commended, laughing as he stood with Michael's help. "You're tougher than you look."

Michael chuckled. "Well, when you're the youngest of a hundred siblings, you gotta defend yourself somehow!" The pair laughed more before moving to the other end of the gym, but Nick remained where he was, his brows furrowed.

Thoughts shifting uncomfortably in his mind, he turned away from the gym and left.

* * *

><p>That night, as Nick reclined against his bed in the dark shadows of his room, he thought back on his suspicions, as well as the seemingly never-ending sense of exhaustion he felt.<p>

He handled things differently than Judy – that was no secret. It wasn't a better or worse way, just different. They had, after all, lived very different lives.

So even though he rarely showed it, he knew (as he was sure Judy knew as well) that the case bothered him. Seeing that sick freak dangle Marsha Lumens' skinned face in front of the camera like it was a joke. What the hell kind of mammal did that?

It was a difficult image to shake.

Rolling over on to his side, Nick grimaced against his pillow. How did other cops live with this kind of thing? Something as simple as enjoying a bright sunny day sounded difficult right now, what with the cloud of the murders hanging over them. Knowing, in his heart, that someone's family suffered from such violence – it was hard to justify his own happiness.

And that was something Judy felt strongly, he knew. So was it done? How could he and Judy live happily, dealing with things so hateful and violent every day?

Turning on to his back once more, Nick closed his eyes and let himself remember their last night at BunnyBurrow, when one of Judy's littermates – a sister named Jessa who looked very much like her – had convinced her to sing and play the guitar for the little ones.

"Oh, the musical stylings of Judy Hopps," Nick had teased. "I have to see this."

Judy had flushed, of course, but in the end, she had complied and taken up a stool and an acoustic guitar. After some whispering, the two sisters began to play, and Nick, now in his bed, felt his heart lighten at the memory of it.

The sound of her sweet, simple singing voice stuck with him, even more firmly than the horrors of the murder.

"_I'm a girl with the best intentions_," Judy sang with a smile, strumming on the guitar. "_Something I should probably mention._" Her sister joined in. "_I like to get just what I pay for. So I pay and I get and I pay and I want some more, more, more._"

Nick's heart raced as he remembered Judy's purple eyes lifting to his, her smile growing as he watched. "_And I want something that I want, something I tell myself I need, something that I want_," the pair sang in unison. The kids swayed and bounced excitedly, but Judy kept her eyes on Nick the entire song.

"_Something that I want, something I tell myself I need, and I need everything I see_," they finished with a last strum, laughing together happily.

In his bed, Nick rolled over again and clutched his pillow to his chest as he let the memory linger.

_Ah_, he thought to himself. _Like that_.

* * *

><p>If night was the time of promises, morning was the time in which they were broken.<p>

Nick's alarm beeped on and on, but it didn't stop until a certain bunny clicked the button on top and sidled Nick with her most disapproving stare. "Nick!" Judy poked him in the side, and Nick jerked away from his pillow, squinting at the grey-furred bunny.

At first, some secret, sleepy part of him hoped she's spent the night again and he'd just forgotten – but nope, she was fully-dressed next to his bed, wearing her little lilac long-sleeve shirt, and he was still in bed in his boxers, fur sticking up in every direction.

"Mmphh?" he greeted, squinting at his clock.

"We're going to visit your mom today," she reminded him, smiling a little. "Come on, Nick. I've been awake for three hours already!"

"You're not normal," he grumbled, falling back into his pillow.

"Oh, come on!" Judy's hands found his arms under the covers and pulled with all of her might, inching Nick slowly towards the edge of his bed. Grunting with effort, she planted her feet on the edge of his bed and finally pulled him off so they both fell to the floor in a flurry of blankets, fur and a lot of curses (from Nick, of course).

"Argh – " The two tangled in the sheets for a moment. "You know," muttered Nick, peering down at Judy beneath him. "This whole incident could have been a lot more fun if I'd been awake for the start of it."

Judy flushed, before darting out a hand and pinching his arm. "Get up, already!"

"I'm up!" Nick pushed off the covers and stood, stretching with a long yawn as Judy fought her way out of the pile of blankets. As soon as she was clear, he picked one up and tossed it over her head again, just to hear her grunt in anger and furiously scramble to free herself again.

By the time she could see, Nick was already in the shower, though he didn't bother to close the door.

Rolling her eyes, Judy shook her head and tossed his blankets back on his bed, even going so far as to make it up properly, though she doubted he had planned on doing so. "Nick," she called out, her tone wry as she flicked a finger over his clothing rack. "Do you ever untie your tie? Or do you just leave it loosened on your coat rack every day?"

Nick lathered himself up in the shower. "I feel like that's a loaded question," he answered over the sound of water. Judy rolled her eyes before leaving the bedroom so he could dress, not that she would put it past him to show up in just a towel.

Ten minutes later, Nick appeared in the living room, freshly scrubbed and fully dressed. "Come on little bun," he said, peering at Judy over the back of the couch, where she lay stretched out, looking pensively at the window.

"Old Lady Wilde awaits."

* * *

><p>The visit was exactly what Nick had hoped for.<p>

As soon as she saw Ella Wilde, Judy's face lit up. She chattered on about the painting, and Ella received her with equal delight. Smirking – because, ah, he certainly was a genius – Nick decided to feign interest in something else to give them some alone time.

"Hey there, Mr. Wilde," greeted the coyote nurse, whose name tag read _Ellis. _Nick tipped his head to the nurse and left, wandering around to find that old lion so he could challenge him to another chess match. After a half hour, he returned to his mother's apartment and paused at the door.

"… it gets so tough," Judy told Ella, frowning as she twisted her hands in her lap. "I just want to help other mammals. But sometimes, it's so much harder than that." She shrugged, and as Nick peeked around the corner of the door, he saw Ella reach forward and take Judy's hands in hers with a sympathetic squeeze.

The elderly vixen kissed Judy's little hands. "Oh, Judy. I had many dark times when I was younger. It's hard to feel happy when you have so much weighing on you," she said, before continuing on in warm tones Nick knew so well, "But one day, many years ago when Nick was just a little kit, I read a book written by an eagle." With a gentle hand, she tipped Judy's chin up and the two women smiled. "And that book said, 'The world is indeed full of peril and in it there are many dark places, but still there is much that is fair. And though in all the lands, love is now mingled with grief, it still grows, perhaps the greater.'"

"That's beautiful," murmured Judy, her eyes shining.

Nick leaned against the doorframe and watched appreciatively as Ella gathered Judy in her arms for a hug. "I know things are hard for you right now, Judy. But keep your chin up… because you have a lot of love to look forward to."

Judy sniffled a little and let Ella pull her up into her lap. "Thank you," she said, as Ella patted her head.

"No need to thank me, sweetheart," Ella smiled affectionately. "Sometimes you just need a mom, that's all."

Slipping his hands in his pocket, Nick pulled away from the door and gave them a few minutes more. As he did so, his eyes turned to the window and some of the large greenery outside caught his attention.

In that instant, an idea struck him.

* * *

><p>Author's Note: The 'eagle' mentioned as the author of the quote is JRR Tolkien. Because I am a dork.<p> 
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><p><em>Tap. Tap. Tap.<em>

One claw-tipped finger led Nick through webpage after webpage on the work computer he shared with Judy. She wasn't there, obviously. Otherwise, he might've actually been working, rather than flipping through certain internet searches on Zoogle.

"Whatch'you lookin' at jewelry for?"

Nick's thought process came to a grinding halt at the drawling voice behind him, and he hurriedly clicked out of Zoogle before twisting in his chair to see Michael Jumps.

"You wouldn't understand," he told the offending male rabbit, recovering his calm expression in an instant. "It's grown-up stuff."

Michael rolled his eyes. "Do you know where Judy is?"

"I sure do," Nick turned back to his computer and began typing again. Michael waited next to the desk for a moment, before he realized Nick didn't plan on following up with Judy's location, much to his annoyance. With an exasperated huff, the rabbit folded his arms.

"You know, you are awful protective of her. Either that, or you're just an ass."

"I can't be both?" asked Nick without looking away from his computer. "Look, I have work to do. Is there a reason you're looking for Judy? Because I'm sure it can be handled by someone else. She's busy."

"I just wanted to ask her about her jogging," said Michael. "Someone told me she goes in the mornin' time, and I wanted to know where."

This made Nick pause, and he shifted in the chair again to look at the rabbit with a narrowed gaze. "And why would that be any of your business?"

Michael raised a brow. "I like to go runnin' too, and we live in the same neighborhood. Only wanted to see if she knew of any good spots, that's all. What is your problem?"

The fox's face slipped back into his usual impassive expression. "I don't have a problem, Skips." He turned back to the computer.

"Jumps," the rabbit rolled his eyes.

"Skips. Jumps. Old Mcdonald. Whatever."

This time, the rabbit let out a frustrated growl and advanced on the desk, but Bogo appeared at that moment, imposing and irritated as ever. "Is there a problem here?" he grunted, looking between the two. Michael immediately backed down, but continued to glare at Nick, who watched with only faint interest from where he cushioned his chin in his hand.

"No sir," grumbled Michael, shooting an irritated look at Nick once more before he turned and walked off. Bogo followed the rabbit with a glare but still saved enough animosity for Nick, who waved enthusiastically in response. Bogo rolled his eyes and stomped off, muttering something about smartass foxes.

Turning back to his computer again, Nick resumed his research until he saw Judy approach from where she'd been the entire time – helping set up for a retirement party in the breakroom. It would have been laughably easy to tell Michael that, but ah-ha, he hadn't felt like it.

Quickly shutting out the screens again, Nick turned to face Judy, only to see her cross her arms and glare at him.

"Why do you _try_ to be so rude?" she asked before he could open his mouth. Nick glanced up, doing his best to look busy and productive in order to soothe her wrath. It rarely worked, but at least it covered up his smirk.

"You're going to have to be more specific," he told her plaintively.

"I mean with Michael," she exclaimed, dropping into her seat next to him.

Nick made a scoffing noise. "Oh, what a little Peter Tattle-Tail," he reclined in his chair and put his hands behind his head. "What is he, ten? I guess not everyone is as mature as we are, Judy."

Judy gave him a wry look. "He didn't tell me, Nick. I heard him complaining to his partner just now."

"Hey," Nick gestured to himself. "I was just sitting here, minding my own business, when he comes up and starts talking about the shrine of you he has built in the back of his closet_._" He shrugged, looking bewildered. "It was the weirdest thing," he continued, not at all concerned, because Judy was definitely cross with him, but he could read amusement buried deep in her features.

_Wit wins the day again_.

"So to summarize," Nick went on with a smirk. "One hundred percent not my fault."

"He said you called him Old McDonald."

Nick snickered to himself, hands behind his head. "Yeah," he said with a chuckle. "I did say that."

"Do you have to be so rude to him, Nick?" asked Judy, exasperated. At this, the fox twirled in his chair to face her, his expression composed of nothing but innocence.

"I don't have to, no," he said, before shrugging. "But it's just so _easy_."

"Argh!" Judy dragged her hands down her face. "You are so – frustrating sometimes! Why am I the only mammal in this entire department that you treat with any respect?"

Nick paused to sincerely consider the question. "I guess I just like you best."

At this, Judy dropped her hands and made a face at him, but the tension melted away from her shoulders. "Nick, you know how it works when you're on a team, right?" she scooted a little closer. "This job is different for you, I know."

"Yeah, especially considering that I didn't even have a job before."

Judy raised a brow at him. "Exactly. You need your other officers to trust and respect you, which means you have to respect and trust them. And that's not going to happen if you push everyone away except me." The bunny kicked her feet, too high in the chair to touch the ground. "I mean, you never know," she went on. "Something may happen to me some day, and you'll need a different partner."

"Don't say that," Nick sat up straighter in his chair. "If something happened to you, the least of my worries would be finding a new partner."

Judy blinked at his swift change in tone, and Nick blanched inwardly. "Calm down," she said with a little smile, finally relaxing as she leaned forward and lightly thumped his shoulder. "I plan on being around a pretty long time."

Nick's heart lightened at her teasing. "Mm, as do I, Carrots," he said, carefully taking on his most casual tones one more, "Which means until something crazy happens, you're stuck with me." He paused, before snickering to himself. "Hm, I just thought of a really dirty joke. _Wow_, I'm glad I didn't say that out loud." He tapped his chin, still chuckling. "You probably wouldn't get it anyway, it's a fox thing. I should definitely tell it to Finnick, though."

"Well, then," Judy stood with a smirk. "I'll just go do something productive while you sit here laughing at your own jokes. You know, as usual."

"A typical Tuesday, indeed," he smiled at her. As she moved to stand, he forced himself to act quickly before he could talk himself out of it. He grabbed her hand, and Judy paused, looking back to him curiously. After a quick glance around the department, Nick tugged her a bit closer.

"So, a little birdie tells me it's your birthday in a few days." He paused, smirking at Judy's surprised face. "And by birdie, I mean a cheetah. A cheetah who likes doughnuts."

The bunny bit her lip, her lips quirked at a shy smile. Nick raised both brows, smiling a little as he asked, "Why didn't you tell me?"

Judy leaned against the desk and shrugged a little, her cheeks flushed under her fur. "I just didn't think it was a big deal."

"But it's totally a big deal," he countered. "You and your litter mates probably shifted the earth's rotational axis when all eight hundred of you were born. That's like – important." He let go of her hand but remained close, his heart thumping uncomfortably loud in his chest. "Which is why I propose we do something fun this weekend."

"Like what?" asked Judy, looking pleased at the idea.

"Likeee," Nick contemplated how much to reveal. "An event, in the Rainforest District. An event which is a surprise. But you'll love it, cross my heart."

Judy pretended to consider this. "Will it just be the two of us?" she asked slyly.

Something inside of Nick's heart and mind squeaked loudly, undignified even on the inside. Out loud, he answered smoothly, "Well, yeah. Isn't that the way we normally do things?"

To his delight, Judy smiled at his words and nodded. "Yeah, that's true. Okay, fine. Birthday weekend at the Rainforest District."

* * *

><p>The best part about this gift idea, Nick decided, was that if he totally chickened out and kept it to himself, Judy would never know.<p>

They could enjoy the night out, have some fun away from the stresses of work and maintain their perfectly wonderful, platonic friendship. Toying with the new purchase in his hand, Nick stepped out of the shop and tucked it into his pocket. After taking a long, quiet stroll around town, he came back to his apartment and fell on his bed.

Without conscious thought, Nick pulled the box from his pocket and opened it, peering thoughtfully at its contents.

The truth was, Nick knew what he wanted, and personally, he wasn't all that concerned with anyone else's thoughts on it. Whatever the reaction of others, Nick was well-versed in ignoring them. Not since that fateful day as a cub scout had he let himself grow too concerned with the opinions of others.

But Judy – Judy was a different story. Not just because he absolutely cared what she thought (and oh, he did), but also because, as she had pointed out today at work, she wanted the respect and kinship of those around her. She'd been raised in a tight-knit community, after all. And there was nothing wrong with that.

However, that was something being in a relationship with Nick might take away.

Scowling softly, Nick opened and closed the box in his hand as he lay stretched out on his bed. His relationship with Judy was already more than friendship. Perhaps it didn't have a name, but it was there, more meaningful than anything else he'd cultivated in his life, with the exception of his mother.

And if he had to make do with that, he could.

Because who was he to deserve Judy anyway? His earlier argument with that dumb jackrabbit came to mind. Thinking about Skips – or Jumps or whatever the hell his name was - possibly having an interest in Judy was beyond infuriating, but at the same time, it made sense. More sense than he and Judy did together, at least in respect to popular opinion. Because Judy was everything any kind of mammal _should_ be.

She was kind, thoughtful, hard-working, sincere, and intelligent. She loved her family and put everything she had into her job. She was funny, sneaky and delightfully witty. Nick reached up the hand holding the small box and knocked himself in the head with it, eyes closed. It thunked lightly on his skull.

He didn't know exactly what kind of trouble a relationship like theirs would invite, but he was almost one hundred percent certain he wasn't worth it.

And that was all _if _Judy really wanted it.

A large part of him felt like she did. She didn't treat him like she treated everyone else. But then again, Judy was young and had lived at home until just a year ago. And since Nick was too much of a coward to actually ask, he could only assume she hadn't had a serious boyfriend before.

So why take the chance on him?

"Arrgghhhhhh," Nick rolled over and buried his face in his pillow, the small box gripped tightly in his hand.

* * *

><p>"Ooh, Judy!" Clawhauser waved emphatically, and Judy smiled before hurrying over to his desk, only to see a pink envelope and a wrapped gift extended. "I know it's not for a few days, but I won't see you, so – Happy Birthday!"<p>

A delighted gasp left the bunny. "Oh, Ben! You didn't have to do this," Judy clambered up on to the desk and sat with her legs crossed, a happy flush on her cheeks. "Seriously, I didn't want to make it a big deal."

"Oh, pah," Clawhauser waved a hand dismissively. "This is a time to celebrate! Open, open!"

Giggling, Judy opened the envelope first – an adorable _Clawmart_ card that played a Gazelle song when opened – and then her gift, the bunny-sized blender. "This is great, Ben! Thank you, thank you!" Judy hopped up and hugged his neck before dropping back down to the desk once more, admiring her blender. "I didn't realize anyone even knew."

"Mm, just a few of us," Clawhauser smirked, his tail twitching mischievously behind him. "Say, isn't Nick taking you somewhere this weekend?"

"Huh?" asked Judy, looking up from her gift. "Oh, yeah. We're going to the Rainforest District for something, but he won't tell me what."

"Fancy! What're you going to wear?"

Judy set the gift aside. "I don't know," she said, tilting her head and giving Clawhauser a suspicious look. "Why does it matter?"

At this, the cheetah's eyes widened and he pretended to busy himself at his desk. "Ooh, I – I don't know, nothing, no reason!"

Judy leaned forward, suddenly quite overcome with curiosity. "What do you know, Ben? Tell me!" The cheetah made a loud groaning noise, his lips pressed tightly shut. Finally, he squeaked and twirled in his chair to face her again.

"Well, I just – you never know! It might be something special! Something… nice."

Judy's brows furrowed with confusion, before her eyes widened suddenly. "Wait, are you saying this is like – " she looked around before dropping her voice in a whisper, "like a … _date_?"

Clawhauser gave her an exaggerated shrug. "Mmmm, I don't know!" he said, smiling, before he whispered as well, his head dropped low to the desk. "But you deserve to treat yourself anyway. Have some fun with it!"

Judy leaned back from her perch, her lavender eyes wide and her cheeks flushed. Her mind wandered back to that night in the field and the night before that on the couch, causing her to run her hands over her face in a groan. All of those warm fuzzies had only led to more questions, all of which could probably be solved by a single conversation.

A potentially mortifying, terrible and friendship ruining conversation.

"Hellooo," Clawhauser poked her. "I can see you freaking out, so let me say again – You are precious and amazing and you deserve to have a nice night. So relax!" Judy peered up at the cheetah and let herself smile.

"Okay, maybe you're right," she said at last. "Oh, you know! Maybe I should go visit Nick's mom tomorrow and we can go visit some of the shops where she lives." She snapped her fingers, happy with her plan. Plus, Nick's mom might know something. She might score some details on this whole thing.

"What're you doing up there?"

Judy peered down to the see the red fox in question, sunglasses in place, as he'd just come from outside. "I'm going to visit your mom tomorrow!" Judy called down from the high desk. Nick made an affronted noise.

"Well, that's suspicious. Am I allowed to come?"

"Nope," Judy hopped down to the floor and shot him a smirk. "Ladies day. I also plan to use the time to find out your middle name, since you won't tell me."

Nick snatched off his sunglasses, panicked. "No, nonononono!" He grappled for a rebuttal, anything to stop her. "I'll – I'll call your parents and find out what _your _middle name is!"

"It's Anne. You lose."

Nick stared as Judy reached up and flicked an ear over her shoulder coyly before marching off. At his desk, Clawhauser leaned over and let the silence settle over Nick for a few seconds before suddenly –

"Awwwwwwwww - "

"Shut it," Nick pointed threateningly.

* * *

><p>"So, what's the occasion?" asked Ella Wilde slyly. "For your night out with Nick, I mean."<p>

Judy made a face at a blouse and put it back on the rack. "It's for my birthday," she admitted. "Well, and to get away from work a bit..." Another glance at the seemingly never-ending rack of clothes left her deflated. "I have no idea what to wear! I'm so bad at this."

"Don't despair, we'll find something just perfect," Ella wheeled herself around a rack. "Look for something that makes you happy. If your heart is happy, your face glows, and there's nothing prettier than that!"

"Oh, that reminds me," Judy giggled. "For blackmail purposes, what's Nick's middle name?"

Ella inspected something on the rack. "Piberius," she said, looking up with a laugh at Judy's wild snort. "I know, isn't that the strangest thing? His father came up with it, no idea why."

"Amazing," murmured Judy, amused. Finally, something crossed her fingers and the fabric felt pleasant and smooth. She pulled away a long dress, one with thin straps, a v-neck and a fun sunburst print in blues and greens, all of which kept it from looking too formal. It reminded her of the sundresses her mother wore often when she was younger.

"Ah, that is perfect! Try it on," encouraged Ella happily, and Judy dashed to the fitting room. A moment later, when she emerged, her pleased smile spoke for itself. Ella nodded appreciatively. "Beautiful. Or, as Nick would say, perfection." The elderly vixen paused before looking over Judy.

Judy touched the skirt and twirled a little. "I feel like a – a soft, twirly flower," she giggled, before she bit her lip in concern. "You sure it's not too much? Do you think – I mean, um," she cleared her throat. "Do you think someone might think it looks… nice?"

"Someone like Nick, you mean?" teased Ella, laughing gently at the flush that reached all the way to the tips of Judy's ears. "I think anyone with a bit of sense in their heads would know you look lovely."

_Lovely. _

Judy turned and looked in the full-length mirror and felt just a hint of pride.

"He cares a lot for you, you know," said Ella from behind her, tone wistful and soft. Judy's eyes widened and she turned, looking back at Ella, her hands still balled in the fabric of her dress. "And that's something a mother can always be happy about," murmured the vixen.

Judy felt her heart swell with adoration, and she turned to kneel in front of Ella's wheelchair. "I care about him, too. And I'm so happy I met you." Her small grey hands came up to rest against her chin, and she smiled up at Ella. "You can never have too many loved ones, I think."

With a tender sigh, Ella reached forward and stroked Judy's ears. "Wiser words were never spoken, dear Judy."

* * *

><p>Later that night, Judy sat at her window, chin in her hand and her eyes looking to the dress hanging up on her closet door.<p>

Ella's words echoed in her mind, and Judy silently reflected that it would be a mighty nice thing if her insides would stop flip-flopping all around every time she thought about tomorrow night. This was, in her opinion, quite a serious thing, not only because of the potential for embarrassment, but because the idea of losing even an ounce of what she had with Nick was heartbreaking. Gaining something, on the other hand, felt delightfully terrifying. Or terrifyingly delightful. She wasn't sure.

Being with Nick - particularly when it was just the two of them - made her feel as though she was wrapped up in a warm, fuzzy blanket.

A warm, fuzzy blanket that winked at her when no one else was looking, took her hand in his whenever she needed the comfort, and wrapped his tail around her when they fell asleep on the couch, leaving her with an entirely new set of feelings that went further and deeper than simple contentment.

Then again, thought Judy with despair, maybe everything she thought she'd felt with Nick before was just her inexperience talking.

With a huff, Judy let her arms drop to the windowsill and she lay her head against them, ears flopped over.

_I have more important things to worry about right now, _she told herself. Like the case at work. But even that involved Nick, and brought to mind all the things she admired about him. Again and again, the cycle played in her mind. Thinking about the upcoming evening, Judy felt the excitement return.

This was going to be fun, she told herself firmly. She didn't need to make it weird with her silly worries. Still, even her happiness at the idea of a special birthday night (which was a rare occurrence in the burrow) was tempered with self-doubt.

She could wear a nice dress and let herself enjoy her time out with Nick. But in the end, she was still just a workaholic bunny.

And even Maid Marian had been a beautiful fox.

* * *

><p>Blissfully unaware of Judy's thoughts – and far too involved in his own self-criticisms – Nick returned to work the next day with the small box still in his pocket. He didn't plan to give it to her until that evening (if he even did), but he liked having it there, to remind him that it existed.<p>

"Nick!"

The fox turned on his heel to see Judy standing in front of him. Normally, their mornings were laid-back and full of conversation, work-related and otherwise, but today they both teetered on their feet almost nervously.

"So, uh, I wanted to ask," Judy cleared her throat. "Well, you still haven't told me where we're going, and so I wondered about what to wear." She paused, biting her lip before asking with the smallest of smiles. "Is a dress okay?"

Nick's eyes widened a bit. "Uh, y – yeah, that'd be perfect, actually."

For whatever reason, this seemed to relax Judy. "Okay, well, good. Because I already bought it." She paused before adding with a smirk, "_Piberius_."

Nick groaned dramatically. "I will throw myself off the nearest cliff if I ever hear that name from your mouth again. No lie, Carrots. I will swan dive into a pit of fire." At Judy's fit of laughter, he exhaled loudly. "Okay, so, tonight. I'll come by your place and grab you and – " he paused, groaning even louder on the inside. _Damn it, Nick. At least pretend you're cool. _"That made it sound like I was going to kidnap you. Forget I said that."

The tension between them eased. "I'll be ready," she said softly, twisting her hands in front of her. "I'm excited! I'll see you tonight." She rushed off then, with her face caught in a shy smile, and somehow that made Nick feel a bit better.

"Yeah," he waved, letting his hand drop as he watched her walk away. "Tonight."

* * *

><p>That evening, a slightly nervous red fox stood outside Judy's door.<p>

"Tell me where we're going!" came her muffled voice.

Nick smirked at Judy's closed door. "Nope," he said, before checking his phone. "But it's not going to matter if you don't hurry up." At that moment, Judy's apartment door opened and she stepped out, her grey-furred cheeks bunched in a shy smile.

Nick's eyes widened. She'd mentioned the dress, but it was so far and away from her normal uniform, he could only stop and gape; in fact, he'd be damned if the entire ensemble wasn't the most distracting thing he'd ever seen. Even so, it was her brilliant smile that grabbed and held his unwavering attention.

"Is this okay?" she asked tentatively, mistaking his stare. "I can change!"

"No, no!" Nick reached forward, chuckling a bit to himself as he tried to recover, feeling a bit shy himself. "You look great. I mean," he tilted his head at her, smile softening, "I won't be able to look at anything else all night, but that's perfectly fine with me."

Judy laughed, tucking her head to hide her blush. "You look nice too," she mentioned with an unmistakable look of appreciation. Nick made a mental note to match his clothes more often. His usual green shirt had been replaced by a black button-up and khaki slacks, with a dark grey tie – one which he'd actually tied that day, and not six years ago - replacing his usual striped one.

"Ready?" he asked, extending an arm to her, hoping against hopes he looked calmer than he felt.

When Judy slipped her arm in his and looked up to him with a smile, he decided it didn't really matter. What mattered was how Judy felt – and in his humble opinion, she looked _quite _happy.

* * *

><p>Night was well underway by the time the pair arrived at the Rainforest District, but Nick kept their final destination a secret as long as he could. At last, he turned to Judy and made her close her eyes, leading her over one of the many lengthy rope bridges until they came to a tall platform in the trees, buzzing with activity. A few other mammals gave them odd looks as they passed, Nick leading Judy by the hand, but he dismissed them. It was enough to watch Judy react, eyes firmly shut, to every nuance of the environment around them, from the scents wafting through the air to the changing temperature as they climbed high in the trees.<p>

Judy's ears perked up at the sound of other voices nearby, but Nick made her wait to open her eyes until he got them to their seats, perfectly situated above the bulk of the crowd.

"Okay, you can open them."

Judy opened her eyes and gasped, astonishment taking over her features as she turned in her spot, looking all around. Lights of all shapes and sizes lined strings carefully layered amongst the tree branches, all of which looped and sloped through the area with great leaves of varying shapes and flowers bursting with color. The pavilion on which they stood had been built around the base of a monstrously tall tree, so high in the sky the air felt different, cooler and warmer at the same time. Other platforms like it sat along the great tree, with spectators watching and pointing until Judy looked up, her eyes wide as shadows crossed overhead.

"Nick," she breathed out softly, a slow smile spreading over her face. "What is this?"

"The Earth Festival," he answered, secretly elated. "The Rainforest District hosts it every year, but this year…" he pointed, and Judy followed his gaze to a large stage, built right into the canopy of the trees, eclipsed by lengths of green leafy foliage. "They're putting on a special show."

Judy gasped and hurried to the edge of their platform, her hands grasping the railing as more shadows passed overhead, and when she looked up, she saw the shadows were mammals of all sorts swinging from branch to branch, flipping in tandem and tumbling through the air in perfect synchronicity. As the spectators watched, they maneuvered effortlessly through the air with stunning jumps and twists.

One performer, a black jaguar with his face painted in intricate, wild patterns, gracefully maneuvered down a vine and offered Judy a beautiful purple flower crown.

"Look, Nick!" She hurried back to his side and Nick chuckled, taking the crown from her and placing it between her ears. "This is amazing," she told him gleefully, settling close at his side.

"Oh, it hasn't even started yet," he told her, inwardly beaming with pride. Suddenly, flutes sounded and bells rang, and the stage came alive with performers, all decorated as the jaguar had been. Sounds of the rainforest grew and deepened, and as the lights flashed and the stage burst with energy, more performers leaped overhead and spectators of all levels looked up to see flower petals in shades of pink, purple, white and red float down from the treetops in heavy droves.

Judy gasped in delight and held out her hands, catching the petals even as they fell over both of them and filled the air like rain. The lights flickered and dimmed, and as they did so, paintings in neon appeared all around them, depicting all manner of mammals and landscapes in remarkable imagery. The platform on Nick and Judy stood became dark as the lights faded, but neon blues and oranges lit up behind them, casting the arena in an unusual, other worldly glow.

Turning to look back at Nick, Judy studied his features against the outline of the glow, and her heart raced. The music below faded to softer tones, and the acrobats overhead jumped and leaped around them, but all Judy could think about in that moment was how much she wanted to hug Nick.

So she did.

"Thank you for bringing me here," she said softly, smiling when she felt flower petals against her cheek as she gripped him. All of her earlier anxiety about the evening felt as if it had evaporated into the air. Her eyes lifted to his when she felt him return the hug before lifting a hand away and reaching in his pocket.

Beautiful music continued all around them, but Nick could've sworn the entire rainforest could hear his heart thumping against his chest. His fingers fumbled in his pocket for just a moment, but when he managed to look up and meet Judy's gaze again, he felt his body and mind calm. His hesitation from before faded away, seeing her happy face.

"Happy Birthday," he said simply, his voice quiet as he handed her the small box.

Judy's eyes widened, her lips parted as she took the small box from him and opened it. "Mom told me she shared something from a book with you, something you liked," Nick said, as Judy lifted the bracelet, a simple silver chain with a rectangular piece in the center bearing words in elegant writing.

_It still grows_

_Perhaps the greater_

"Just in case you need the reminder," he told her softly.

Nick watched as she curled the bracelet in her hands, and he wondered for a brief, terrifying moment if she even remembered the words' meaning. Then, she turned and slipped into his arms, her face buried in his shirt.

The magnificent show went on around them, but Nick was content to curl his arms around Judy and hide in the dark shadows of the festival, tucked safely away on their private platform.

* * *

><p>It was hours before the pair finally pulled themselves away from the enchanting festival, which continued on in to the early hours of the morning. Only knowing the gondolas stopped running at a certain hour finally tore them away from their delight.<p>

"Do you remember the first time we rode one of these together?" asked Judy, smiling as they stepped aboard one of the lifts and left the ground.

Nick smiled, wondering how he could ever forget it. "Of course."

The evening was late, and ahead of them, the vibrant lights twinkled far below. Judy stood ahead of Nick, her hands on the railings, the bracelet dangling at her small wrist. Behind her, Nick watched her silhouette from a few steps away, though when she turned and looked to him over her shoulder, he moved wordlessly from his spot. Her hand reached out and caught his, but instead of pulling him next to her, she gently tugged it behind her back and wound it around her waist.

Cool night air rushed by as Nick leaned close, moving both arms around her from behind and pulling her flush against his front. Their fingers linked, and for a long moment, the pair simply stayed that way, bodies close and warm.

Nothing in Nick's life, not a single day he could recall, had ever felt as sweet as that moment. When he felt Judy move, and her head turned to his, her purple eyes slowly moved up to his face and tangled him in the feelings that followed.

Without saying a word, Nick let go of one of her hands and lifted it to her jaw, tracing a tender line there for just the barest moment of self-control before he leaned close and caught her mouth with his.

The motion started out soft and gentle, tender and explorative, but as soon as Judy shifted in his arms with a breathless gasp, his limbs curled around her and the two became impossibly close, lost in the increasingly passionate kiss.

The kiss deepened, with scarcely a moment for air, though neither of them seemed to notice. Judy pressed up on her tiptoes to reach him, but Nick was already there, his own grip lifting her up so she could tie her arms around his neck and press deeply into the motions of their mouths. He heard her say his name, somewhere in the mystified haze of his mind, but everything around them – the air from the open gondola, the lights of the city flickering in the distance, the still nearby chatter of the rainforest – was simply a background to the overwhelming and crushing desire between the two.

Nick pulled Judy away from the railing, only breaking the kiss for the briefest of moments before Judy's back met the inside of the gondola, out of sight from the railing. Her body trembling, Judy reached for him and caught his shirt, pulling him forward, as if he'd had any hope of getting away. His lips met hers again, and this time the wall of the gondola braced Judy's back when Nick lifted her, his larger hands at her thighs, keeping her steady.

Her head lifted and their tongues brushed, causing a shudder to pass between them. The hand of Judy's not twisted in Nick's shirt reached up and curled at his neck, winding in the thick fur there as their bodies pressed close, scarcely a wisp of air between them. When Judy's legs tightened at his waist, Nick was forced to let go of one thigh and instead he pressed a hand hard against the wall of the gondola, claws curling tensely and cutting it into the paint.

At that moment, the gondola jerked slightly, and they both opened their eyes, lips parted as their chests heaved.

"What happened?" whispered Judy breathlessly.

Nick glanced up slowly, swallowing past the dryness in his throat. "I think we stopped," he murmured. Outside the gondola, the attendant called out.

"Anyone there?"

Nick and Judy looked to each other for a moment, before each burst into poorly stifled laughter. The fox let her drop gently to the floor and they quickly straightened their clothes, before Nick took Judy by the hand and they hurried off the gondola, much to the attendant's confusion.

"Sorry about that," Nick grinned happily to the bewildered gazelle. "Carry on."

"Yep!" Judy agreed as they dashed off. "You're doing a great job!"


End file.
